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Abstract
The purpose of this qualitative single instrumental case study was to describe the perceptions and
experiences of creativity by university students at a mid-size public university located in the
Mid-Atlantic States of the U.S. The theory guiding this study was Amabile’s componential
theory of creativity which views creativity as a complex interrelationship of creative disposition,
process, product, and social environment. The question, “How do U.S. higher education students
perceive and experience creativity within the university environment?”, was explored. Student
interviews, documentation, and focus group responses were analyzed using member checks,
linguistic and affective coding, and key quotes and themes. Findings revealed the following: (1)
university students had difficulty defining creativity (2) students perceived themselves as
innately creative individuals, above average in creative abilities regardless of student major (3)
university faculty, peers, and programs were highly instrumental, albeit not essential, to fostering
creative growth. To cultivate student creativity, a future-oriented university should teach students
about the construct of creativity, find ways to encourage participation in extracurricular
programs, and listen continually to student ideas for improving their institution.
Keywords: creativity, higher education, creativity theory, university student perceptions
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
In order to meet the demands of an ever complex and globalized society, higher
education has deemed creativity competence essential for its undergraduates (Abromo & Tan,
2017; Davies et al., 2018; Gasper & Mabic, 2015; Homayoun & Hendriksen, 2018; Jahnke et al.,
2017; Plucker, 2016). In the past ten years, universities have initiated strategic plans, policies,
and degree programs as well as designating study centers which focus on creativity (Aktas, 2017;
Fodor, 2012; Hallman et al., 2016; Supiano, 2020). As the pandemic of COVID-19 has revealed,
social and economic problems can arise quickly, necessitating speedy, creative solutions across
business, health, and education sectors. In the future, university graduates will add to the
workforce, responsible for not only mustering quick, creative solutions to social problems, but
also predicting such problems. While the field of creativity studies is broad, research into higher
education creativity has focused primarily on separate aspects of the construct, leaving a gap in
the literature involving a holistic view of student perceptions and experience. Experimental
studies which target creative thinking skills in special programs have resulted in significant
improvement to student creativity test scores (Oncu, 2016; Vally et al., 2019). Furthermore,
qualitative studies of arts courses and several interdisciplinary creative problem-solving courses,
have generated mostly positive results in creative thinking and affect (Choi et al., 2018; Lin et
al., 2020). However, the concept of creativity extends beyond cognitive thought and confidence.
To use a tennis analogy, training to hit a forehand and backhand well will no doubt result in skill
improvement; however, the game of tennis encompasses not only these basic skills but also
factors of physical fitness, strategy, and nutrition. Likewise, creativity thinking skills are
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essential for student creativity, but creativity is much more complex than thinking (Amabile,
1996; Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Glaveanu, 2013; Lubart & Sternberg, 1995).
In fact, the concept of creativity appeared difficult for faculty to articulate (de Alencar &
de Oliveira, 2016; Jahnke et al., 2017; Plucker, 2016). Several quantitative surveys and
qualitative studies investigated students’ perceptions of creativity (Aldridge & Hummel, 2019;
Badger, 2019; Daly et al., 2016; Ehtiyar & Baser, 2019; Gaspar & Mabic, 2015; Ho, 2017) but
most studies related to a specific domain or program, not to the inclusive higher education
experience. Considering the importance of creativity to 21st century higher education, as well as
a university’s goal of attracting, teaching, and retaining students, a qualitative study exploring
undergraduate perceptions and experiences of creativity in a university setting seems worthwhile,
with implications for both student and institutional well-being.
This qualitative case study explores creativity through the framework of Amabile’s
(1996) creativity theory. This theory includes factors of personal disposition (skills and
motivations) and environment. In addition, the theory considers creativity process and product.
By employing this theory, the proposed research focusing on student perceptions and experience
provides practical applications for faculty and university leadership as well as adding to the
evolution of creativity theory. In this chapter, the historical context and social background of
creativity in higher education are presented. Creativity theories are then discussed, including the
rationale for choosing Amabile’s theory for the study. After stating the research problem,
purpose, and significance of the study, research questions are posed, with supporting evidence for
their appropriateness. In all, this chapter lays the groundwork for research into the complex and
compelling phenomenon of creativity in higher education.
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Background
In past centuries, students enrolled in higher education in order to increase their
knowledge and improve the intellect, not consciously to expand their creativity, unless in arts
courses of music, theater, or dance (Gutek, 2011). However, in past decades, the term creative
thinking skills has emerged to interface with the creative arts. Students who think “outside the
box,” who take risks in trying new combinations or who improve on a theme, do not necessarily
have to be artists. They can major in science or technology. The overlap of terminology
muddies the academic waters, as evidenced by research showing faculty confusion with the
definition of creativity (Davies et al., 2018; de Alencar & de Oliveira, 2016). Creativity, in
educational theory, is a complex construct, including not just cognition but also factors of
personality, social environment, and motivation. This section describes the history of the term;
the social background giving rise to educational mandates of creativity; and the theory by
Amabile (1996) which provides the framework of study regarding student perceptions and
experiences of creativity in higher education.
Historical Context
The history of creativity as an educational virtue goes back to ancient Greece when
Aristotle recommended that young men up to the age of 21 continue to study the creative arts of
music, dance, and drama (Gutek, 2011, p. 63) before devoting themselves fully to intellectual
thought and reasoning. In the 19th century, educator John Stuart Mill advocated for the creative
arts to remain in university curricula as an essential component for educating the whole person
(Gutek, 2011, p. 298; Mill, 1867). In fact, the term creativity was first documented in the late
19th century, in 1875 (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019, p. 11). By the mid-20th century, with the
advent of constructivist philosophies espoused by Dewey, Vygotsky, and Bandura, creativity
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became a term identified not only with the arts but also touted as a vital undercurrent of all
learning.
Based on the theory that students construct, indeed create, their own learning, most
American universities, by the end of the century, had dismissed the lecture hall as the
predominant pedagogy and adopted modes of interactive study—group work, collaboration, and
projects. The creative process of learning, applicable to all students, thus intermingled with the
concept of creativity as a purely artistic or aesthetic endeavor. By the second decade of the 21st
century, creativity and creative thinking skills were educational buzzwords vying with critical
thinking skills and collaboration, terms previously the most popular in higher education research
(Kuzhabekova et al., 2015). Both inside and outside the classroom, creativity has emerged as a
crucial educational objective.
Social Context
Educators in the 21st century consider creativity to be an essential life skill as well as a
higher-order competence, necessary to prepare undergraduates for the emerging challenges of a
global society (Gaspar & Mabic, 2015; Homayoun & Hendriksen, 2018; Kaufman &
Sternberg, 2019; Stone, 2015). In 2007, the American Association of Colleges and
Universities (AACU) encouraged institutes of higher learning to classify creative thinking as a
core value. Through the 2009 Partnership for 21st Century Skills and the European University
Association (EUA), both Asia and Europe promoted the importance of creative thinking skills
(Abromo & Tan, 2017; Gasper & Mabic, 2015). In his 2011 State of the Union address, the
President of the U.S. called for increased creativity and innovation in higher education (State of
the Union, 2011; Stone, 2015). Across the U. S., universities include the term creativity or
innovation in their mission statements, strategic plans and/or programs: for example, the
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University of Michigan’s Third Century Initiative (Hallman et al., 2016); the d. school at
Stanford University; Colorado College’s Creativity and Innovation Program; and Lehigh’s
Office of Creative Inquiry (Supiano, 2020). Several universities now offer degrees in creativity
(Aktas, 2017). Peer reviewed journals focusing on creativity abound: Creativity Research
Journal, The Journal of Creative Behavior, Creativity Journal, to name three.
Nonetheless, in higher education “there is no general formulation of what creativity is
and what it is not” (Jahnke et al., 2017, p. 87). Research studies show that university faculty
were not clear on defining the term nor did they distinguish between teaching creatively and
teaching to foster creativity (Al Fuqaha & Tobasi, 2015; Davies et al., 2018; de Alencar & de
Oliveira, 2016; Hendriksen et al., 2016; Jahnke et al., 2017). Most university professors viewed
themselves as possessing creative self-efficacy (CSE) (Gray et al., 2018; Jahnke et al., 2017;
Smith & Vass, 2017), yet students did not necessarily perceive their teachers as fostering
creativity (Gray et al., 2018). In a national survey of college seniors, less than 50% rated their
college coursework as very high in fostering creative thinking skills, although 41% ranked
brainstorming as an instructive strategy (Supiano, 2020, p. 17). Studies of creativity training
courses show that students improved their creative thinking skills between pre- and post-testing
(de Villiers Scheepers & Maree, 2015; Oncu, 2016; Vally et al., 2019), yet most students are not
enrolled in creativity training courses but rather in subject-matter courses, which may or may not
ignite creative thinking skills. In addition, courses in creative arts have been shown to
significantly improve students’ creative thinking skills and their CSE (Choi et al., 2018; Schupp,
2017), but most non-arts majors take only one performance-based class, if at all. Furthermore,
recent higher education concerns for creativity competence and innovation align more with future
business, economic, and health challenges rather than with creative arts expertise.
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Even though research into higher education creativity has been continuous during the past
20 years, due to the complexity of the construct, studies necessarily have focused on one or two
aspects of creative thought or behavior, mostly in connection with faculty perceptions
(Hendriksen et al., 2016; Mullet et al., 2016); creativity measurements (Hallman et al., 2016;
Haase et al., 2018; Oncu, 2016; Toh & Miller, 2019); or quantitative studies of student creative
thinking skills (de Villiers Scheepers & Maree, 2015; Oncu, 2016). A lack of research exists on
the holistic experience of creativity at the undergraduate level (Kong & Chang, 2019, p. 333).
While it can be assumed that students do encounter creative stimulation and assessment
from both curricular and extracurricular work, how they perceive faculty instruction and how
they perceive the university environment as well as their own participation in the creative
academic journey is worthy of research. Universities spend millions of dollars on building
projects—whether dorms, gyms, labs—in order to attract prospective students and provide an
aesthetically pleasing and stimulating environment. Paradoxically, online classes continue to
increase, thus theoretically lessening the time that students spend on campus. During the
pandemic, all instruction was virtual, raising questions about the necessity of in-person social
interaction for creativity. A study that describes the student creative experience on and off
university campus seems both timely and pertinent for future institutional decisions.
Theoretical Context
The term creativity is a complex construct, generating more than 150 diverse definitions
(Ockuly, 2019), as well as a myriad of theories. Creativity has been defined variously as “life”,
“a temporal, spatial, and material phenomenon” (Tan, 2015, pp. 2-5), and “the innate quest for
originality” (Wilson, 2017, p. 3). In educational research, creativity has been defined as “the
production of ideas, processes or objects that are simultaneously novel and appropriate”
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(Hallman et al., 2016, p. 2); “the interaction among aptitude, process, and the environment by
which an individual or group produces a perceptible product that is both novel and useful as
defined within a social context” (Plucker et al., 2004); and “the person-centered process of
imagining possibilities and taking embodied expressive action to make your ideas real” (Ockuly,
2019). As a theory, Rhodes (1961) provided a reference point for later theorists, using a Four P’s
mnemonic: a person who engages in a process that results in a product which is a response to and
results in a change in press (environment).
In her decades of work on creativity, Amabile (1996) further analyzed the factor of
person, subdividing the unit of analysis into personality, skills, and task motivation. She
theorized that creativity was not the domain of geniuses but available to all people, similar to the
two-level theory of Big-C and little-c, which states that those with big creativity influence
society on a wide scale; those with little-c manifest creativity in smaller social circles and
everyday potential (Kaufman & Beghetto, 2009; Lin, 2009). Other theorists also look at
creativity as a complex construct with similar factors of person, process, product, and press, yet
their applications are not clearly aligned with a university setting. Sternberg’s investment theory
of creativity (2006) explains how innovative products emerge within a cultural climate; this
theory tilts more towards business than to education. Sternberg’s triangular theory of creativity
(2018) considers the creatively gifted, which is not the focus of this study. Gabora’s honing
theory (2017) sees creativity as a core process in cultural evolution (Scotney et al., 2019).
Assessing national or global culture is beyond the scope of this study. Glaveneau (2014) changes
the terms in his theory from the Four P’s to Five A’s: actors, audiences, actions, artifacts, and
affordances (p. 313); the changed terminology from the more well-known Four P’s may be more
confusing than helpful. Nonetheless, Glaveneau’s theoretical perspective holds merit: “It’s
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difficult and ineffective to study creativity as separate units of analysis” (2014, p. 313). His
holistic research approach underlies this current research even while Amabile’s componential
theory of creativity provides the framework for this study.
Problem Statement
Due to technology and globalization, higher education has undergone fundamental shifts
in pedagogy, emphasizing preparation for uncertain future challenges (Colet & Nicole, 2017;
McKee & Tew, 2013), with creativity becoming an important educational competence (Jahnke et
al., 2017). Studies reveal that faculty perceptions of creativity are vague or inchoate, even
though almost all agree that creativity is an urgent goal for 21st-century teaching (de Alencar &
de Oliveira, 2016; Hallman et al., 2016; Homayoun & Hendriksen, 2018). Few studies consider
student perceptions, except in connection with courses or programs specified as creative (Choi et
al., 2018; Schupp, 2017). Furthermore, empirical studies regarding undergraduate creativity
overwhelmingly consider separate aspects of the phenomenon, whether creative personality or
creative expertise (Al Fuqaha & Tobasi, 2015; Schupp, 2017), not the interrelationship of
multiple aspects of creativity.
The problem is that there is no full understanding of how creativity is experienced and
articulated by students within the parameters of a higher education institution. Universities
institute programs to spur creativity, and some, perhaps many, faculty members try to foster
creativity within their respective domains, yet without awareness of how students view and
assess their own creativity within the university culture, the higher education goal of creativity
competence rings hollow. Creativity is a complex phenomenon, and its competence supersedes
any one factor, just as understanding the game of tennis supersedes the ability to hit forehands
and backhands. Without an emic consideration of student perceptions, universities do not know
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whether their resources are producing creative competency in their students. Without an
acknowledgment of student experience, faculty and administration lack metacognition of the
construct of creativity, thereby unaware of any pertinent need for pedagogical change regarding
creativity. By employing a case study design of undergraduates in a university structure, by
questioning individuals as well as groups within the framework of creativity theory, a fuller
understanding regarding the construct of creativity and how it is perceived in the classroom and
across a university should be realized (Colet & Nicole, 2017; Jahnke et al., 2017). In turn, the
research holds practical as well as theoretical significance for researchers and educational
stakeholders.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this instrumental case study is to describe how students perceive and
experience creativity at RU, a mid-size public university located in the Mid-Atlantic States of the
U.S. Creativity is generally defined as “the interaction among aptitude, process, and the
environment by which an individual or group produces a perceptible product that is both novel
and useful as defined within a social context” (Plucker et al., 2004). The theory guiding this study
is Amabile’s (1996) componential theory of creativity, a multi-faceted, interdependent construct
which includes factors of personal aptitude and creative process and product within a sociocultural environment. The theoretical framework supports the purpose of describing student
perceptions and experiences within a university setting in a holistic way.
Significance of the Study
Developing students’ critical and creative skills has always been a tacit, if not
proclaimed, raison d’etre for institutes of higher learning. Nonetheless, global shifts in
communications and commerce have underscored the urgency to prepare undergraduates with
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creative thinking skills (King, 2019) so that creativity has now become a documented
educational mandate. “The university of the future will have as its main engine improved
thinking skills and creativity” (Papaleontiou-Louca et al., 2014, p. 145). This study expands on
previous research which explored perceptions of creativity in an academic setting. Specifically,
this study seeks to describe how student perceptions of creativity related to stated university
goals and faculty pedagogy. In addition, by looking at in-depth perspectives of students through
the framework of Amabile’s (1996) componential model, creativity theory is further supported
and questioned. Finally, a qualitative study of how undergraduates perceive and experience
creativity within university life holds practical implications for a university’s future pedagogical
and administrative decisions.
Empirical Significance
This study adds to the current understanding of how university students perceive faculty
pedagogy and the university environment in fostering their creativity. Previous studies focused
mainly on faculty perceptions of the meaning of creativity and how universities support or
impede faculty creative pedagogy (Davies et al., 2018; de Alencar & de Oliveira, 2016; Jahnke et
al., 2017). By the time students become juniors and seniors, they have formed a sense of their
own identities, along with an awareness of their needs, skills, and goals (Slavin, 2012, p. 56), but
few studies ask students what creativity means to them. Quantitative studies, including
experiments (de Villiers Scheepers & Maree, 2015; Oncu, 2016; Valgeirsdottir & Onarheim,
2017; Vally et al., 2019) and surveys (Karwowski et al., 2018; Kong & Chang, 2019; Law &
Breznik, 2017; Linkhauer, 2017), have targeted creative thinking skills and creative attitudes.
Few studies, if any, have employed a qualitative approach to better understand how students
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describe the meaning, improvement, or importance of creative thinking skills and attitudes as a
function of university coursework and extracurricular life. This study helps to fill that gap.
Theoretical Significance
Creativity is a complex phenomenon whose interconnected parts can be likened to a
symphony orchestra: all sections—strings, woodwinds, brass, percussion—work together, with
varying intensities, at different times, revealing an intricate process and, hopefully, satisfying
product. Although much can be said about the shape and sound of each instrument, the
experience of the symphony can only be wholly realized when all parts are working together.
Likewise, creativity theorists designate several interrelated parts as to how creativity functions:
person (equipped with attitudes, knowledge, skills, and motivations), socio-cultural environment,
process and product, yet an understanding of creativity is better realized when the various parts
work together. Because this study is qualitative, it asks students open-ended questions about the
various instruments of their creativity in order to present a holistic view of their experience. The
research findings add to an understanding of how Amabile’s (1996) componential theory of
creativity, the framework for the study, is (and is not) applicable to higher education students.
Practical Significance
Universities spend millions of dollars to create a physical place and intellectual space for
their students to grow in knowledge and skills. The recent coronavirus challenged universities,
faculty and students alike, to be flexible in their learning platforms. Even before the virus, many
educational leaders were calling for institutional change (Colet & Nicole, 2017; Hendricksen et
al., 2016; McMurtrie, 2019; Selingo, 2018; Syme, 2017) and for universities to foster creativity
and creative thinking skills in their students (Abromo & Tan, 2017; Homayoun & Hendriksen,
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2018). By studying student perceptions and experiences of creativity, this case study yields both
pedagogic and policy implications for universities going forward.
Research Questions
The central research question provides an umbrella for the sub-questions which follow.
During actual interviews and focus groups, other related questions were asked, as open-ended
questions leading to rich information is the hallmark of qualitative study (Yin, 2018). All of the
questions were asked through the prism of creativity theory.
Central Question
How do students perceive and experience creativity within a university setting?
The main question is meant to encapsulate a more holistic view of student creativity.
While previous research analyzed faculty perceptions of creativity (de Alencar & de Oliveira,
2016; Davies et al., 2018; Hendricksen et al., 2016) as well as cognitive improvements in student
creative thinking skills (Oncu, 2016; Vally et al., 2019), little research has considered an overall
student view, i.e., the interdependent factors of skill, affect and environment, as espoused by
creativity theory (Amabile, 1996; Sternberg, 2006). This holistic approach for creativity research
was suggested for further study (Kong & Chang, 2019).
Sub-Question One
How do students describe the meaning of creativity?
Qualitative research asks respondents questions of meaning (Creswell & Poth, 2018);
concrete examples of an abstract concept assist in understanding a term. This question provides
orientation for the following sub-questions. The question is more than one of definition; it also
pertains to affect and disposition (Amabile, 1996). “Creativity is not an objective category but
rather subjective” (Jahnke et al., 2017, p. 93). In addition, the question steers students away from
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one-dimensional responses, which was a result in previous research (Maksic & Spasenovic,
2018).
Sub-Question Two
How will students describe something creative in their coursework or outside of their
coursework that they have produced or been a part of during their time at university? In what
way or ways will students say they are creative?
This question opens possibilities for students to talk about their own process, the
perception of their process, and how multiple factors contribute to their output. The question
connects to theoretical factors of cognition, affect, motivation and environment (Amabile, 1996).
In addition, it correlates to previous research which grappled with creativity as being domainspecific or domain-general (Maksic & Spasenovic, 2018; Qian & Plucker, 2018; Scotney et al.,
2019).
Sub-Question Three
When have students experienced their most creative selves, and how will they describe the
experience?
The question of when connects to research by Forgeard and Kaufman (2016) who posit
that other attributes of learning (for example, knowledge acquisition and critical thinking) are
just as worthy of time, attention, and resources as creativity. To discover the when for university
students provides acute information for university decisions regarding classroom and social
environments. In addition, the question connects to motivation, intrinsic and/or extrinsic
(Amabile, 1996), as well as types of creativity (Citta et al., 2019) and emotional factors (Amabile
& Pratt, 2016).
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Sub-Question Four
In what ways have university faculty fostered or inhibited student creativity?
This question targets the theoretical component of intellectual and motivational
environment (Amabile, 1996). Previous research shows there was a disconnect between faculty
views of their own teaching to foster creativity and student views (Ehtiyar & Baser, 2019; Gray
et al., 2018; Maksic & Spasenovic, 2018). In addition, the question speaks to the importance of
student affect towards faculty at the university level. Relationships can affect student creative
self-efficacy (Hass et al., 2016). This question explores the connection between meaningful
relationships and student creativity.
Sub-Question Five
In what ways have university activities or programs fostered student creative thinking or output?
This question targets the importance of socio-cultural contexts to creativity (Amabile,
1996; Sternberg, 2006). A university’s programs are part of the socio-cultural context.
According to Amabile, if intrinsic motivation is high—which may be the case in voluntary
activities—then creativity is more apt to surface (Amabile, 1996; Sternberg, 2018).
Definitions
1. Creativity — “the interaction among aptitude, process, and the environment by which an
individual or a group produces a perceptible product that is both novel and useful as
defined within a social context” (Plucker et al., 2004). In scholarly research, there are
more than 150 diverse definitions of this term (Ockuly, 2019). Navigating the denotative
and connotative meanings of creativity is one of the subjects of this research.
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2. Creative Self-Concept — “holistic cognitive and affective judgments of creative ability in
and across particular domains” (Karwowski et al., 2019, p. 399). This term includes selfawareness as well as self-confidence.
3. Creative Self-Efficacy (CSE) — the belief that you have creative abilities, which then
affects creative production in a given task (Bandura, 1977; Cayirdag, 2017). CSE is
perceived by some to be a fixed mindset; for others, it is not fixed, but malleable (Dweck,
2008; Hass et al., 2016); for many, both fixed and growth mindsets are held
simultaneously (Karwowski et al., 2019). This term has been used interchangeably with
creative self-concept.
4. Creative Thinking Skills — sometimes dubbed divergent/convergent thinking or problemsolving skills, the following categories have been linked to creative thinking (Torrance,
1998): fluency (relevant ideas about a topic); flexibility (different categories in thinking
about a topic); originality; elaboration (number of details about a topic); and synthesis
(Bart et al., 2017).
5. Innovation — a new idea or more effective device or process; primarily a social process
(Jahnke et al., 2017). An innovation turns creative ideas into products or practices which
assist others.
Summary
In order to prepare college students for future social and economic challenges, universities
have promoted creativity as an essential educational competence. No longer the province of
creative arts, the concept of creativity has become germane to all academic disciplines,
embracing cognitive skills of fluency, originality, and synthesis. Theorists, however, treat
creativity as a complex construct beyond cognition, involving personal and environmental
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factors. While research shows that higher education faculty hold vague, even contradictory, views
of what creativity means and how it is fostered, little research explores undergraduate perceptions
of creativity. Quantitative studies at the university level have correlated creativity-training
interventions with improved student creative thinking. In addition, quantitative studies have
correlated creative self-esteem with creative thinking skills. However, a gap in the literature
exists not only regarding student perceptions but also their experiences of creativity at the
university level. The current study strives to develop a holistic understanding of student views
regarding their university experience of creativity. The results of this qualitative study contain
implications for creativity theorists who continue to hone their understanding of this complex
construct, as well as for higher education faculty to assess their pedagogy, and for other
educational stakeholders who make decisions to better recruit and prepare students to thrive in a
global society and ever-changing world.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
Competence in creativity has become a clarion call in 21st century higher education,
spurred by the proposition that future jobs will require graduates to employ creative solutions to
complex problems (Plucker, 2016). Global organizations such as the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), as well as the Asian and European
Partnership for 21st Century Skills, the European University Association (EUA), and the
American Association of University Professors (AAUP) have all included creativity as an
essential learning goal for undergraduates facing a global future (Babic et al., 2019; Davies et al.,
2018; Homayoun & Henriksen, 2018). Individual universities and schools have implemented
initiatives (for example, University of Michigan’s Third Century Initiative; Lehigh’s Office of
Creative Inquiry) to fulfill the mandate for improved student creativity (Clarke & Hulbert, 2016;
Hallman et al., 2016; Supiano, 2020). Creativity is seen as a fundamental human trait and a force
primarily for social good. Nonetheless, the term itself as well as its manifestations both inside
and outside the classroom, remain unwieldy and complex. In higher education, “Creativity
concepts, creative learning and course design are under researched” (Jahnke at al., 2017, p. 88).
Competence in a field presupposes that a student carries a definition and perceptions of the field.
Yet the field remains ill-defined, if not invisible, to many students. Little research exists which
explores student definitions and perceptions of creativity, why it’s important to them, and how
they have experienced it in the university setting.
Research demonstrates that the concept of creativity is complex and slippery. To
theorists, the construct of creativity consists of inter-related parts, comprised of personal traits
acting within a socio-cultural environment. As universities continue to transition toward a
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student-centered, knowledge-economy (Colet & Nicole, 2017), it is important to explore how
students, unique individuals within a common institution, see themselves interacting in the
university environment to achieve a competence of creativity. The imperative for creativity
competence holds implications for personal, social, and economic survival and success.
This literature review begins with a discussion of several theories of creativity, focusing
on Amabile’s (1996) componential theory, the framework for this case study. After theory, the
related literature section begins with research regarding awareness of the creativity mandate by
university leaders and their proposals to change university structures. Perceptions of creativity
by both faculty and students follow, providing a base for further research. Brain studies are then
explored, as research at the neural level supports theorists’ views that creativity is more than
cognition. Subsequently, the review is organized through the lens of Amabile’s components:
creative disposition, process, product, and environment. The final section, creativity and culture,
opens the lens to include a socio-cultural, global perspective of creativity, connecting back to
concerns and ideas expressed by university leaders and higher education stakeholders. Due to the
inter-related components of creativity, research for one section may overlap with another,
causing some reiteration of findings. Throughout the wide swath of theoretical and empirical
research, several gaps in the literature, all which concern student creativity, will be pointed out.
The review concludes with a summary stating the practical and theoretical significance for a
qualitative case study regarding U.S. higher education student perceptions and practices of
creativity within the university structure.
Theoretical Framework
An abundance of creativity theory exists, from how creativity evolved in biology and
history, to how it develops from infancy to adulthood, to what makes a person a creative genius,
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and to how it operates in daily life within the context of educational or other organizational
environments (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019). The latter theories of operation pertain to this
research, although given the intricate nature of creativity, these theories connect to the other
theories as well. Creativity theory as a construct took shape in the 1950s employing two-criteria,
those of originality and usefulness (Plucker et al., 2004; Runco & Jaeger, 2012). Significant to
future research, theorist Rhodes (1961) expanded the concept of creativity from an outcome that
was new and effective to a taxonomy including person and process. His creativity theory
employs a Four P’s mnemonic: a person who engages in a process which results in a product
which is a response to and results in a change in press (environmental pressure). This theory has
been embraced and enhanced by other theorists.
Amabile’s Componential Model of Creativity
Amabile’s first theory of creativity (1983) proposed that three components—expertise,
motivation, and creative thinking skills—were necessary to produce work that is new and useful
or valuable. Expertise was explained as knowledge, whether technical, procedural, and/or
intellectual; task motivation was broken into intrinsic (an inner passion or desire) and extrinsic
(rewards); creative thinking skills included the ability to be flexible and imaginative. According
to this theory, the process of creativity resides in the nexus of these overlapping components.
Several years later, Amabile added the component of social environment to the mix, in agreement
with Rhodes, especially in relationship to organizations and innovative products (Conti et al.,
1996). In fact, by the time of her published seminal work, Creativity in Context (1996), Amabile
was emphasizing the impact of social environment, whether the organizational milieu itself or
interactions with others, as being highly influential in task motivation, individual beliefs, and
creative abilities (p. 8). In recent iterations of this socio-psychological theory, Amabile and
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cohorts have further assessed the components, giving extrinsic motivation more allowance for
creativity, highlighting personal affect, and endorsing the synergy of many sources in order for
creativity to occur (Amabile & Pratt, 2016).
As a framework for this study, the components of creative disposition, process, product,
and environment are applicable to an educational setting. Faculty and staff interact with
students, affecting students’ creative beliefs, processes, and products. A university is a social
environment as well as an academic and physical/virtual environment. Nonetheless, perspectives
from other creativity theorists must be mentioned, as they contribute terms or insights valuable to
the educational context.
Other Creativity Theories
The Big-C, little-c theory of creativity, was later amended to include two other C’s
(Kaufman & Beghetto, 2009). Big-C individuals create time-tested works that infiltrate and
affect culture (Shakespeare, Mozart, Einstein); little-c pertains to everyday creativity (an original
cooked meal; a photo collage; a student’s portfolio). The developmental progression moves from
mini-c, an individual’s new thought or insight, to little-c, a person’s observable product, to Pro-c,
creative individuals who are considered professional or expert in their fields, to Big-C, those
whose work remains valued years after their passing (Kaufman & Glaveanu, 2019). According to
the Four C theory, virtually all university students operate in the mini-c, little-c camps. Faculty
members, usually older members, operate within the Pro-c arena because their creative expertise
has developed through years of practice. Well-known contemporary artists and widely influential
scientists would receive a Big-C designation, although sometimes Big-C remains a post-mortem
attribution. To Amabile (1996), creativity is available to all students across all academic
domains, and many students aspire to become creative professionals, Pro-c, in their fields of
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study. Thus, a main aim of university pedagogy is to spark students’ mini-c so they can then
produce examples of little-c, building towards personal goals and abilities of Pro-c, and perhaps
Big-C.
Like Amabile, Sternberg (1998) includes intellectual abilities, knowledge, environment,
and motivation in his theory; however, he emphasizes creative attitude, the personal decision to
be creative which informs action. In his investment theory of creativity (2006), geared more
towards business with its economic market metaphor, Sternberg adds styles of thinking to his
creativity factors (these styles recall Howard Gardiner’s (1993) multiple intelligences: musical
intelligence/creativity, for example, or kinesthetic intelligence/creativity). In his more recent
triangular theory of creativity (Sternberg, 2018), the theorist once again underscores attitude:
“Creativity is primarily an attitude toward life” (p. 159); one must decide to be creative and even
fight for it. In this theory, the person who is creatively “gifted” must be willing to defy the
crowd, defy oneself, and defy the zeitgeist (p. 159). Within a university setting, some students
may be considered creatively “gifted,” and some (or many) may not. The mention of giftedness
and the Four C’s assumes a hierarchy of creativity. However, Amabile and Sternberg are more
interested in the ways people are creative, the confluence of factors to produce new work, rather
than in the evaluation of levels.
In Glaveanu’s view, Amabile’s componential theory has been used to look only at
distinct units of creativity rather than to see the construct as a tightly interwoven phenomenon
(Glaveanu, 2014, p. 315). In his Five A’s socio-cultural theory, the whole is greater than its parts,
with dynamic units termed actors, audience, actions, artifacts, and affordances. Although this
theory can be smoothly applied to performance work (Kaufman, 2019), this theory is less
manageable in the educational realm. Nonetheless, Glaveanu’s totality perspective adheres to
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the theoretical framework for this research. “Experiential accounts of acts of creation give us, in
exchange, a vision of totality that encompasses both the person and context and is rounded up by
a strong emotional quality” (p. 314). It is possible to overlay Glaveanu’s holistic approach onto
Amabile’s componential theory, like an outer tunic completing the dress ensemble. Overall,
then, the theory guiding this research is Amabile’s componential theory, with an added layer
from Glaveanu’s theory which emphasizes culture and advocates for a holistic approach to
understanding creativity.
Related Literature
Higher education in America, and indeed throughout the world, continues to undergo
changes in pedagogy, programs, and structures in order to promote creativity and innovation.
Even though creativity research theorists discuss creativity at length, the perception of the term
can cause consternation for university faculty and students. The first section of related literature
looks at university structures, followed by perceptions of creativity. The next section, brain
studies, reveals that creativity employs both cognitive and affective traits. After the neural
section, research funnels into Amabile’s components of creative disposition, creative process,
creative product, and creative environment. The final section presents research connecting
creativity with culture, not just as a nod to Glaveanu’s theory but also to acknowledge the cultural
diversity of most university student populations and consequential research questions. The
research presented points to several gaps in the literature regarding student perceptions and
creativity experience at the university level, opening the pathway for a holistic, qualitative study.
University Structures
University administrators and faculty recognized that technical, societal, and economic
changes have provoked universities to alter their systems in order to better meet the challenges of
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the future, both for student creativity competencies and for institutional survival (Barnacle et al.,
2018; Ceausu, 2018; Papaleontiou-Louca et al., 2014; Mihai-Yiannaki et al., 2020; Thelin,
2018). Even before the pedagogical upheaval prompted by the COVID-19 virus, educators were
cognizant of organizational changes marking the past two decades: university presidents
focusing on the business of education, spending large swaths of time in fund-raising (Greenfeld,
2016; McClure, 2016); faculty members becoming guides on the side, rather than sages on the
stage (Colet & Nicole, 2017); and students perceiving time and space differently (no longer
linear, predictable) due to digital media (Syme, 2017). The challenge for creative solutions to
bolster student creativity—for example, new educational pathways, new programs, initiatives,
and paradigms—has merely intensified due to the pandemic.
Many schools offered either certificate or degree programs in creativity (Creativity and
Leadership; Leadership, Compassion & Creativity; Interdisciplinary Creative Practices (Aktas,
2017; King, 2019) or semester and summer courses focused on creative problem solving and
innovation (Summer Programs at Princeton; MiddCore at Middlebury; Mountaintop Initiative at
Lehigh) (Gerhart et al., 2015; Papaleontiou-Louca et al., 2014). Summer stock theater programs
have been around for decades, and although theater and performing arts courses have been shown
to improve students’ creative thinking skills (Choi et al., 2018; Hall & Thomson, 2017; Wales,
2017), these courses were not promoted as ways to enhance problem-solving or creative thinking,
although theater exercises were employed in design programs and problem-solving workshops
(King, 2019; Supiano, 2020).
As a response to ongoing global challenges, university stakeholders advocated for
creativity as part of the whole curriculum, not just implemented in separate programs (Hallman
et al., 2016; Henriksen et al., 2016; Mayhew et al., 2019; Papaleontiou-Louca et al., 2014;
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Poddar, 2012; Schnieder, 2018; Supiano, 2020; Syme, 2017). Some researchers envisioned a new
class of students, the evolution of a “homo creativus” personality, who will better navigate within
the knowledge-information economy (Volodymyr & Roman, 2019). The president of
Northeastern University proposed a learning model he terms “humanics” which will blend
technical, social, and data skills in order to better develop the integration of critical, creative,
entrepreneurial, and cultural thinking (Selingo, 2018, p. 2). Higher education continues to
grapple with a systems shift towards creativity competence for university graduates.
Aligned to a global mindset, the Global Creativity Index (Martin Prosperity Index, 2015)
rated a nation’s economic and social development with three factors: Talent (defined as adults
with higher education and workforce in the creative class); Technology (research and
development); and Tolerance (treatment of immigrants, racial and ethnic minorities, gays and
lesbians). As of the latest report (2015), the U.S. was ranked second behind Australia.
Globalization thus holds implications for university teaching, highlighting social equity and
moral considerations as well as informational and technical skills as auxiliary influences on
creativity.
Going forward, university leaders suggested several guidelines for students’ creativity
competence:
•

Students should explore their own creative interests (King, 2019).

•

Students should take ownership of their work (Supiano, 2020).

•

Pedagogy should have an interdisciplinary approach (Powell, 2007; Schneider,
2018; Sternberg & Lubart, 1996).

•

Students must navigate digital media with global connectivity (Syme, 2017).

•

The curriculum should allow room for improvisation (Selingo, 2018).
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•

Higher education should attend to personal and social dimensions as well as
academic ones (Chiu et al., 2019; Immordino-Yang et al., 2019; Ivcevic & Hoffman,
2019; Poddar, 2012; Syme, 2017).

Creating a system conducive to creativity becomes a task not only for faculty and administrators,
but for students as well (Papaleontiou-Louca et al., 2014; Wales, 2017). However, it is
questionable how much awareness or concern students possess regarding creativity competence.
Perceptions of Creativity
While teachers at all levels of education agreed that creativity is a fundamental aspect of
education, confusion about what creativity means existed at both the primary and secondary
levels and also at the university level (Al Fuqaha & Tobasi, 2015; Davies et al., 2018; de Alencar
& de Oliveira, 2016; Hendriksen et al., 2016; Jahnke et al., 2017; Kettler et al., 2018). Teachers
of K-12 students connected creativity with what Amabile would term personality: character traits
of imagination, independence, and artistic-bent (Kettler et al., 2018, p. 164). University
professors connected creativity more to process, employing language of “new or novel
approaches” (Al Fuqaha & Tobasi, 2015, p. 8).
Discussion of creativity remains problematic, due to its multiple aspects. Researchers
employed several-pronged definitions, which were then parsed and qualified. For example,
Sternberg (2006) defined creativity as “a process or product that has novelty, effectiveness, and
wholeness.” Each of these three descriptors was then further qualified: novelty
(new/original/fresh/unique), effectiveness (value, usefulness, quality), wholeness (task
appropriate, connected to context and domain). Other scholars employed the qualified definition
in their own work, and some did not (de Alencar & de Oliveira, 2016; Gaspar & Mabic, 2015;
Henriksen et al., 2016; Radcliffe-Thomas, 2015). According to (Plucker, 2016, p. 5), the
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definition of creativity can be simplified to “something new and useful in an environment” yet
discussing creativity in the educational realm begs the question of personal involvement, namely
students, faculty, or administrators who produce or promote the new and useful. Both Jahnke et
al. (2017) and MacKay and Goldstein (2016) posited that university students can exhibit
creativity without expressing a new or original idea or producing a product which has use and
value, thusquestioning the application of scholarly definitions to the student experience. “There is
no general formulation of what creativity is and what it is not” (Jahnke et al., 2017, p. 87).
Between manifold theories and provisional definitions, a firm grasp on the phenomenon
of creativity seems elusive, yet individual faculty stated how important, even urgent, creativity is
to teaching and learning (de Alencar & de Oliveira, 2016; Gaspar & Mabic, 2015; Hallman et
al., 2016). Even though creativity was perceived by university faculty as essential to teaching,
research showed that faculty did not distinguish between teaching creatively and teaching to
fostercreativity (Al Fuqaha & Tobasi, 2015; Cayirdag, 2017; Davies et al., 2018). Many faculty
felt that institutional bureaucracy inhibited creativity (Abromo & Tan, 2017; Davies et al., 2018;
de Alencar & de Oliveira, 2016; Mullet et al., 2016) and all desired more time or professional
development to improve their creative teaching strategies (Davies et al., 2016; de Alencar & de
Oliveira, 2016; Gray et al., 2018; Mullet et al., 2016; Stone, 2015). Faculty perceived student
creativity as being affected by personality, fatigue, and family values (de Alencar & de Oliveira,
2016; Shaw, 2016).
Furthermore, professors in varied disciplines viewed themselves with creative selfefficacy (de Alencar & de Oliveria, 2016; Gray et al., 2018; Jahnke et al., 2017; Smith & Vass,
2017), even though several had difficulty explaining their creative pedagogy. Faculty who had
high CSE were more likely to teach with creative strategies (Cayirdag, 2017; Gray et al., 2018;
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Miller, 2018; Rubenstein et al., 2013). In Gray et al.’s (2018) correlational study, faculty
perceptions of their own teaching-to-foster-creativity were significantly higher than
corresponding students’ perceptions.
In two studies, college students perceived a lack of creative teaching in their institutions,
although researchers linked their negative responses to possible younger generation’s penchant
for criticism (Ehtiyar & Baser, 2019; Maksic & Spasenovic, 2018). Also, depending on culture,
students viewed the concept of a creative person differently (Luescher et al., 2019; Niu, 2019).
Students often perceived themselves as creative based on domain; those in the creative arts
scored higher in CSE than students in other majors, except for engineering majors (Miller, 2018;
Toh & Miller, 2019). Research, then, suggests that higher education faculty perceive creativity as
important, yet do not necessarily agree on how the term is defined or how the phenomenon
operates. Students’ perceptions of what creativity means, how it operates, and how significant it
is to their university experience are under-researched.
Brain Studies of Creativity
Educational researchers, specifically Amabile, Sternberg, and Glaveanu, in attempting to
convey a comprehensive explanation of creativity, theorize that this phenomenon is a complex
construct of interrelated factors, dealing with a person’s intelligence and attitude along with
social and environmental influences; together, this mixture of forces eventually produces a new
or novel idea or product. Likewise, brain researchers recognize that the creative process is a
complex operation, employing several neural networks. According to Thagard and Stewart
(2011), creativity results from novel combinations of internal representations. In other words,
they postulate that creativity happens within the brain. This neural activity can be stimulated by
any or all of the five senses as well as “kinesthetic, emotional, or verbal information” (de
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Pasquale & Poirer, 2016, p. 1538). Yet, while creativity is a mental process of combinations and
convolutions, it is fueled by external interaction with the world (p. 1539). In other words,
creativity emerges from three major neural networks, all of which show the effects of past social,
emotional, and cognitive experience on their functioning (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019, p. 195).
In neurocognitive studies, the Default Mode Network (DMN), located in the midline and
inferior parietal regions of the brain, is responsible for self-generated thought, future thinking,
semantic memory and thinking “outside-the-box” (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019; Kenett et al.,
2018). However, to produce something creative, the Executive Control Network (ECN), located
in the prefrontal and posterior parietal regions, is also necessary. This network is responsible for
working memory, relational integration, response inhibition, and task-set changes (Kenett et al,
2018, p. 80). The Salience Network (SN), located in the insula and the visceral somatosensory
cortex, switches between the DMN and ECN, weighing emotional relevance and perceived
urgency of information. This network receives cues from the environment as well as internal
bodily signals (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019, p. 189). While the DMN links to more internal
reflection and intrinsic motivation and the ECN to more external motivations, the Salience
Network “underscores the pivotal role of subjective emotional interpretations and motivations
for recruiting neural and associative mental states” (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019, p. 190). To
simplify, creativity occurs via connections between the right and left hemispheres of the brain,
including not just a person’s reasoning and intelligence but also their emotions and environment.
In scientific studies seeking to analyze separate links to creativity, both language
comprehension and overall intelligence were shown to be factors in creativity skills. Two
studies, comprised of individuals with no brain damage and one with damage to the hippocampal
region (HR) which houses language comprehension, showed that brain impairment to the HR
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impaired internal representations of concepts and therefore the combinations necessary for
creative thinking (MacKay & Goldstein, 2016). These findings supported the study of “semantic
pointers” deemed necessary for complex cognitive inferences leading to creativity, i.e., the brain
information which discriminates between “Romeo loves Juliet” and “Juliet loves Romeo” (de
Pasquale & Poirer, 2016, p. 1543). In studies connecting intelligence to creativity, research
suggested that the two skills overlap, but only up to an IQ of 106 points (Akhtar & Kartika,
2019).Other factors—mood, emotional intelligence, creative climate and “impressed or
enthusiastic experiences”— propelled creative output (Akhtar & Kartika, 2019; Koyama &
Niwase, 2017, p. 5).
Specifically, the impressed or enthusiastic experience served as a strong force pushing
creative effort and originality ahead, similar to the great leap of discovery in quantum and chaos
theory (Koyama & Niwase, 2017). Likewise, in a brain imaging study of university students’
neural networks (during a battery of tests), with a focus on white matter transport, creativity and
intelligence exhibited dynamic interactions across the networks where “intelligence was related
to a heightened ability to drive the brain into easy-to-reach states . . . and creativity was related to
a heightened ability to drive the brain into difficult to reach states” (Kenett et al., 2018, p. 88).
When discussing creative thinking skills, it is important to realize that even though intelligence
and creativity are enmeshed, they are different entities, with an often-emotional component
boosting the brain towards creative output.
Relevant to educational research, a full understanding of a student’s experience of
creativity involves factors beyond domain-related skills and creative thinking, namely emotional
components. As tighter communication develops across brain regions during late adolescence and
early adulthood (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019) and those communications involve higher level
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cognition as well as cultural values, emotions, and beliefs (Immordino-Yang& Yang, 2017), a
holistic approach, questioning social and emotional connections to student creativity, seems
valid and pertinent. Analyzing separate units of creativity is helpful for clarification; however,
because creativity is a complex and multi-factored process, research into the overlapping of
componential relationships, or what Glaveanu (2014) would call the molecular perspective of
creativity, also deserves attention. However, in order to introduce research into the complicated
network of creativity components, the separate components need tobe considered first.
Creative Disposition
In Amabile’s componential theory of creativity (1996), creative disposition is comprised
of personality, domain-related and creative thinking skills, and task motivation. These strong
strands interweave with each other in order to propel the creative process and thus produce
something new and useful. Creativity is innate, belonging to all humans (Amabile, 1996;
Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019). Individuals, including university students, can learn particular
skills in order to become more creative, both in creative output and self-belief (Choi et al., 2018;
Oncu, 2016; Valley et al., 2019).
Creative Personality
Creative personalities share certain traits, like unconventionality, inventiveness, and
playfulness, yet the perception of creative personalities is often based on a binary view where
artists are seen as creative and others not; effective problem-solvers are also creative, yet their
personalities may not be as spontaneous or self-expressive (Glaveanu & Kaufman, 2019).
Creative personalities have often been connected to social pathology or addictive behaviors
(Ivcevic et al., 2020; Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019; Mishra, 2017). Certainly, examples of mental
illness in the creative arts (Artaud, Van Gogh, Robin Williams) and addictive behaviors
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(Hemingway, Joplin, Cobain) support this view. In a systematic literature review connecting
creativity with psychopathology, researchers confirmed an association between creativity and
those with bipolar disorder or schizophrenia but also stated that methodological problems
undercut the validity of the assertions (Thys et al., 2014). In a Swedish study of more than
200,000 hospital patients, an association was made between artistic creativity in students,
especially those in the visual arts (p. 373), and risk for mental disorders (MacCabe et al., 2018).
Interestingly, in a study of the general population, creative writers scored in the top 15% of
psychopathology, yet these same writers also scored high on measures of psychological health
(Kaufman & Gregoire, 2016, xxiii).
While it is true that many eminent creative artists have been mentally unstable with
addictive personalities, there is no truth that in order to be creative one needs to be unhealthy.
What has emerged is that the creative personality is characterized by complexity and paradoxical
behaviors (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Ivcevic et al., 2020; Kaufman & Gregoire, 2016; Kaufman &
Sternberg, 2019). In Csikszentmihalyi’s seminal qualitative study (1996), he listed
opposing/combined traits for a highly creative individual: one who has lots of physical energy,
yet often takes rests; one who is both smart and naïve (both wise and childish); playful and
disciplined; imaginative yet rooted in reality; extroverted and introverted; proud and humble;
passionate and objective; masculine and feminine in sensitivities, and open to experiences which
may cause suffering as well as enjoyment (p. 58-73). Considering how difficult paradoxical
traits are to recognize in an individual (especially in university students, whom faculty may see a
few times a week for one semester), researchers usually focus on a few outstanding traits to
describe a creative personality: curious, imaginative, unconventional, and open to experience,
with the last trait—open to experience— “arguably the most distinctive personality characteristic
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of creativity individuals” (Jauk et al., 2019, p. 153). Even so, while certain traits point towards a
creative person, research into personality tests indicated that to label someone a creative
personality can be problematic.
Personality Tests. Personality tests, such as the The Myers-Briggs Personality Indicator
or the Big Five Traits, have been used in higher education to assist in research, counseling,
careers, and design team placement (DuPont & Hoyle, 2015; Green et al., 2019; Randall et al.,
2017; Reiter-Palmon et al., 2019). Although Myers-Briggs does not specify creativity in its 16
four letter codes, an ENFP type has been interpreted as highly creative, and the INTJ type, also
known as “The Scientist” who is “insightful,” can be a creative (MBTI Basics, n.d.). In other
words, creativity exists throughout personality types. In the Enneagram personality test, a Type 4
is said to be creative, the misunderstood artist type (Heuertz, 2017), yet that does not rule out
other types as having creative possibilities (Tome & Mladkova, 2015). In a study of 236
professional adults comparing Myers Briggs tests and Torrance Tests of Creativity, a correlation
was found between personality types and creative thinking; however, researchers concluded that
both personality and creative characteristics were a function of the work domain; causality
among the areas could not be determined (Lee & Min, 2016). Likewise, in tests of students
connecting their academic disciplines to creative thinking skills, students in arts and engineering
scored significantly higher than students taking biology, health sciences, or business (Miller,
2018; Toh & Miller, 2019), but researchers questioned whether the scores were a function of the
coursework or a function of personality already present before the declared major. No significant
relationship was found in a study of 90 university faculty linking creative thinking skills to
personality type, although the four described types were rather broad, making the test perhaps
unreliable (Al Fuqaha & Tobasi, 2015). Finally, research using the Big Five Traits of
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Personality, revealed that Openness to Experience clearly connected to the creative individual
(Ivcevic et al., 2020; Jauk et al., 2019; Kaufman & Gregoire, 2016), while the other four traits-conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism—did not necessarily align with
the creative personality.
Self-Assessment Tests. Several self-assessment tests specifically target creativity:
Runco’s Ideational Behavior Scale (RIBS) which contains statements such as “My ideas are
often considered impractical or even wild” (Jauk, 2019, p. 153); Creativity Personality Scale(s)
(dos Santos Braum et al., 2016; Haase et al., 2018); Ivcevic’s Creativity Self-Concept Scale
(Ivcevic, 2007); and Gough’s 1979 Creative Personality Scale (CPS) which contains 18 positive
and 12 negative adjectives (Hui et al., 2014, p. 710). Positive items include capable, clever,
egotistical, inventive, reflective, sexy, and snobbish; negative items include cautious,
commonplace, dissatisfied, honest, well-mannered, sincere, and submissive (Hui et al., 2014;
Luescher et al., 2019). From this test, creative personalities have been further distinguished as
the exploratory-type, the socially-responsible type and the intellectual-type (Luescher et al.,
2019).
However, two studies showed Gough’s CPS as having a cultural bias. In a study of Swiss,
South Korean, and mainland Chinese students (N = 1773) (Luescher et al., 2019), the number of
positive adjectives checked was found to be culturally determined, as was the cluster of
adjectives checked. In the study’s research method, students checked their own CPS but also an
iCPS, which duplicated the CPS adjectives, but asked the question “please indicate which of the
following adjectives best describe a creative person” (p. 33). The concept of creativity in Swiss
culture was seen as individualistically oriented, whereas in Korean and Chinese culture,
collectivistically oriented. Also due to cultural influence, findings indicated that Swiss students
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were more the exploratory type of creative individual and students from South Korea and China
more the socially-responsible type. In an analysis of Gough’s personality scale for validity
applied to Argentinian students, only six of the positive 18 adjectives and only two of the 12
negative items were retained for internal consistency, with the traits Wide Interests/Narrow
Interests anchoring each side (Freiberg-Hoffmann et al., 2019). Overall, some personalities are
considered creative, yet perceptions regarding the creative personality are influenced by culture,
and perceptions can be skewed by concluding that students who do not reveal strong creative
potential in testing are therefore not creative. Personal disposition towards creativity, although
surely connected to personality, is more than personality. It also connects to domain.
Domain-Related Skills
Individuals who have proven themselves eminent creators and innovators (Picasso,
Pauling, Darwin) invariably displayed a domain-related talent or curiosity when young
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Kaufman & Gregoire, 2016). Genetic studies reveal that particular
genes relate to certain abilities. For example, recent studies showed that professional dancers
possessed two specific genes (which other individuals may not possess); musicians possessed 12
genes on chromosome 4; and specific genes on more than one chromosome showed association
with mathematical ability (Barbot & Eff, 2019). Creativity researchers claim that individual
personalities combined with their genetic profiles result in distinctive creative potential (p. 142).
By the time students enter college, many have chosen an academic major, a domain of study,
presumably because they previously have displayed skills in that area and/or they believe in their
domain skills. (It is unlikely they have undergone genetic testing.) Although there were
examples of students undertaking majors based on their parents’ persuasion, often those students
later expressed their dissatisfaction or begrudging gratitude because the choice did not align with
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their personal dispositions (Fain, 2020). A recent poll showed that the reason 30% of people
sought to change careers (and thus continue educational training) was a “desire to do work that is
a better fit fortheir talents” (Fain, 2020, p. 1).
Personality and genetic traits affect the choice of occupation domain, and that occupation
then affects personality, creating a reciprocal effect (Ivcevic & Hoffman, 2019; Tabachuk et al.,
2018). It is possible to tally a different score on the Myers-Briggs Personality Indicator and the
Big Five Traits test after a gap of several years (this assertion from personal experience). It is
also true that some students change their major during college, add or switch a minor, or
announce a double major.
According to Karwowski (2015), the most noticeable growth in creative personal identity
and creative self-efficacy occurs in the 18-to-24-year age group, the traditional age range of
undergraduates. As students take classes in various domains, and skill sets expand or are
reinforced through achievement or recognition or pleasure, personal identity and self-efficacy
shift. In other words, a person’s competence in a domain influences creative initiative in that
realm; together these affect self-development and identity as well as shape a person’s value
system (Tabachuk et al., 2018).
Overall, some students have a strong personal and genetic predisposition for a certain
domain of study; other students have more diffuse domain predispositions (Barbot & Eff, 2019).
All students can learn domain-related skills, and even professional creatives continue taking
lessons to improve their domain craft and assist in their artistry. Obviously, a main task of the
university is to increase knowledge in specific domain areas and to hone domain skills. It is
unclear whether a student’s creative potential in a domain will result in tangible achievement.
Depending on environmental or affective factors, an individual may excel in a domain different
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than the one pursued as a student (Carson, 2010). Furthermore, creative individuals can attain
distinction in more than one domain (Simonton, 2019). Looking at just personality and domainskills is insufficient regarding the creative person. Personality and domain activity are
inextricably linked to creative thinking skills.
Creative Thinking Skills
Combined with personality characteristics such as curiosity and independence as well as
domain skills, creative thinking skills are part of what Amabile (1996) labels personal
disposition. These skills also have a genetic base. In addition to genes which link to domain
abilities, human beings possess several common genes which connect to creativity. Located
within dopaminergic and serotonin pathways, these genes hold potential for various aspects of
divergent thinking and convergent thought (Barbot & Eff, 2019; Zhang & Zhang, 2017). The
good news for students who may not have strong domain genes in music or math is that
creativity in those areas (or others) is possible. Researchers contend that creative thinking
follows two main bents, analytic and intuitive (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019; Kuo et al., 2013):
students with an analytic affinity lean towards the domains of mathematics and science; those
with pronounced intuitive thought usually enroll in creative arts and literature.
The two bents are not exclusive strands (Runco & Acar, 2019). Furthermore, creative
styles of thought are further construed as two types, adaptive and innovative, located on a
continuum of thought: adaptive creativity is defined as “doing things better,” whereas innovative
creativity is defined as “doing things differently” (Bart & Hokanson, 2017, p. 48; Said-Metwaly
et al., 2018). For example, someone who prefers an adaptive approach might improve the
efficiency of a stackable washer-dryer unit; someone who tilts toward innovation might design a
completely new unit. In the artistic realm, creative thinking styles tend to be innovative, yet also
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include adaptation. For example, an actor or musician, by analyzing a script or score and then
rehearsing, desires to improve and possibly do things better, yet personal interpretation leads to
doing things differently.
Creative thinking skills encompass the ability to consider multiple possibilities, to connect
disparate ideas in order to create a new thought, to think outside the box, to be comfortable with
ambiguity (divergent thinking, DT) and to choose which solution works best for the purpose and
environment (convergent thought, CT) (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Carson, 2010; Kaufman &
Sternberg, 2019; Le Peau, 2019; Supiano, 2020). When educational stakeholders discuss the
urgency of creativity as a student competence, creative thinking skills is what they are targeting.
Experimental Studies. Research studies assessing university students’ creative thinking
skills often focused on divergent thinking. Experimental studies employing Torrance Tests of
Creative Thinking (TTCT) revealed that students who were involved in courses whose main aim
was to foster creativity improved their creative thinking test scores (for the most part) from preto post-intervention (deVilliers Scheepers & Maree, 2015; Oncu, 2016; Valley et al., 2019). In
addition to improvements in fluency, elaboration and originality, students in these studies also
increased their creative self-efficacy.
Furthermore, a workshop focused on CSE exhibited significantly higher scores between
pre- and post-tests (Neilson, 2019), although a one-day workshop does not guarantee high
reliability. In contrast, a university course aimed at developing student CSE did not render
significant student improvement, with researchers questioning the dynamics of teamwork (Ohly
et al., 2017). However, when administrating creative thinking test scores, the test itself also must
be examined for validity.
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Creativity Tests. Just as there are multiple tests to assess personality and creative
potential as well as standardized and school tests to evaluate domain skills, so too there are many
tests which strive to assess creative thinking skills. Examples include Amabile’s Collage Task
and MacGregor and Cunningham’s Rebus Test (dos Santos Braum et al., 2016; Haase et al.,
2018); Wallach-Kogan Creativity Tests (Yue & Na Hui, 2015) and Guilford’s Structure of
Intellect (SOI) test (Plucker et al., 2019). The popular Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking
(TTCT) have undergone several scoring iterations. Composed of both verbal and visual tests, the
test originally assessed a student’s fluency, flexibility, originality, and elaboration of thought,
until the test was re-evaluated in 1984; scorers dropped the term flexibility (too much overlap
with fluency) and added these rubrics: assessments (which connects to convergent thinking);
resistance to closure; and abstractness of titles (Bart & Hokanson, 2017; Kaufman & Sternberg,
2019). In assessing the structure and scoring of the test, creative thinking was shown as a
continuum of two factors, adaptation and innovation. Both fluency and originality loaded onto
the latent variable of innovation; elaboration and abstractness of titles loaded onto the latent
variable of adaptation; resistance to closure, possibly to both (Bart & Hokanson, 2017; Said Metwaly et al., 2018). Some researchers still employ the older test versions (de Villiers
Scheepers & Maree, 2015; Oncu, 2016), as each of the six versions of TTCT have shown high,
though not always consistent, construct validity (Plucker et al., 2019). In other words, a student
taking an older version of the test may score high in divergent thinking with little regard for
convergent thought and be deemed highly creative. To complicate matters more, the test factor
of originality has come under recent questioning as the “meaning of creativity in each culture is
unclear” (Luescher et al., 2019, p. 41). Testing for creativity, due to its construct, can be
challenging.
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Measurement researchers caution test administrators to be precise on what they are
investigating, and to employ several methods for creativity assessment (Haase et al., 2016;
Hallman et al., 2016; Susnea & Vasiliu, 2016). Most creativity tests include more than one
dimension, often fluency and flexibility, which are two factors of divergent thinking, although
divergent thinking is only one facet of creativity (Susnea & Vasiliu, 2016). Some creativity tests
may have weak validity and reliability (Al Fuqaha & Tobasi, 2015; Susnea &Vasiliu, 2016).
Even the popular TTCT has shown low predictive validity (Plucker et al., 2019). In several
quantitative studies of pre- and post-testing, researchers did not address reliability and validity of
the instruments used (Neilson, 2019; Oncu, 2016; Valley et al., 2019). Finally, most students,
unless participating in a research study, do not take these creativity tests. Rather, they are enrolled
in courses which presumably improve their creative thinking skills. (Research studies of coursework are included under Creative Process.) Qualitative studies, in addition to tests and
quantitative studies, can lead to a fuller understanding of creative thinking skills.
Task Motivation
Task motivation, another aspect of creative disposition, strongly links to creative
behaviors (Amabile, 1996; Haniefi et al., 2018; Hennessey, 2019; Sternberg, 2006). Individuals
who exhibited creative personality traits (openness to experience, curiosity, sensitivity,
imagination, audacity) possessed strong internal motivation for completing a task (Feist, 2019;
Freiberg-Hoffman et al., 2019; Tabachuk et al., 2018). Whether driven by the need to know, selfexpression, sense of success, or some other force, the pleasure and satisfaction of creating a
product or project outweighed external rewards; in fact, external rewards—money, recognition,
surveillance—were shown to impede creative work, especially at the early stages of the creative
process (Amabile, 1996; Feist, 2019; Sternberg, 2006).
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Individuals with traits of high aggression, dishonesty and desire for domination showed a
positive relationship to malevolent creativity (Gino & Wiltermuth, 2014; Gutworth et al., 2016;
Hao et al., 2016), although those “negative” personality traits were not as significant as the
environment or situational variables for predicting malevolence (Cropley & Cropley, 2019;
Gutworth et al., 2016; Hao et al., 2016; Kapoor & Khan, 2016). Individuals with the internal or
external motivation to cause harm, as in new and effective theft, murder, or cybercrime,
specifically avoid external surveillance. The exception was creative terrorists who desired
eventual public recognition (Cropley & Cropley, 2019). Applied to university students, the
implication suggests that a positive environment and relationships can deter a malevolent
personality from destruction. Furthermore, emotional intelligence, which connects to intrinsic
motivation, was shown to have a negative relationship to malevolent creativity and a positive
relationship to beneficent creativity (Cropley & Cropley, 2019; Immordino-Yang et al., 2019;
Tabachuk et al., 2018). This finding underscored other research which stated that affect is
instrumental to the creative process.
Students with high creative self-beliefs possessed intrinsic motivation to complete a task,
regulating their emotions for persistence (Feist, 2019). Creative beliefs encompass creative selfconcept (identity and ability); creative self-efficacy (confidence to perform a specific task in a
specific context and level); and creative mindset (cognition that creativity is fixed, incremental,
or both) (Karwowski et al., 2019, p. 399). By the time students enter college, they have a sense
of creative identity and perceptions about creativity, yet research that is focused on university
students’ creative beliefs has been sparse (Hennessey, 2019; Jahnke et al., 2017).
Nonetheless, studies did show that creative self-efficacy linked positively to student
creativity at the university level (Karwowski et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2016). In addition, teachers’
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CSE positively affected their own creative behaviors and fostering of creativity in their students
(Cayirdag, 2017; Kong & Chang, 2019; Miller, 2018). In research on creative mindsets,
Karwowski et al. (2019) discovered that individuals with a fixed mindset had a lower interest in
creative thinking; however, they can develop a growth mindset with guidance from teachers.
Overall, research implies that intrinsic motivation, connected to personality, emotions, and
belief, needs to be maintained for students with high CSE and developed for students with low
CSE at the university level.
Studies connecting motivation with learning have amassed for decades (Slavin, 2012).
At the university level, facilitating students’ intrinsic motivation not only aids learning but also
creativity (Hennessey, 2019; Jeno et al., 2019). When a task was framed as intrinsically
rewarding rather than meeting performance standards, individuals reported more positive moods
and divergent thinking (Baas, 2019). Activation of positive moods led to increased cognitive
flexibility, while negative moods of anger, fear, and anxiety led to increased cognitive
persistence; stress and creativity showed a curvilinear relationship (Bass, 2019; Cekici, 2019;
Chiu et al., 2019). In other mood studies, neither a relaxed, sad, or depressed mood promoted
creativity. According to Bass (2019, p. 265), creative insights may appear once an individual
leaves the problem for a while or reduces stress levels, but “creativity is not affected by a relaxed
and calm mood.” In fact, complex learning, a propeller of synthesis and creativity, often involves
affective states of confusion and frustration (D’Mello & Graesser, 2012). In other words, an
optimal rate of tension is needed for creative solutions (Peter-Szarka, 2012). Even though
teachers need not be responsible for student mood shifts, increasing students’ intrinsic
motivation is an essential academic concern. Research suggests that invoking initial positivity
and engagement in a task is highly important for instructors to foster creativity in students,
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whatever their moods might be when entering a class. Most important for creativity, according to
Bass (2019), is to get students activated.
In one study, individuals were motivated by both internal and external factors at the same
time, with motivations changing in ascendancy (Haniefi et al., 2018). Interaction of intrinsic and
extrinsic motivators has been termed motivational synergy (Amabile, 1996; Hennessey, 2019).
According to Ryan and Deci (2017), extrinsic and intrinsic motivations contribute to a complex
continuum, which they phrase as autonomous and controlled motivation.Within this SelfDetermination Theory (SDT) framework, individuals need to feel they have a choice of action
and ownership of behavior as a well as some connection to “at least a few others,” the idea of
relatedness (Hennessey, 2019, p. 380).
Using SDT theory, studies have had mixed results. For example, in an experimental
study comparing sophomore biology students who used an ipad for a learning task and those who
used textbooks, results indicated that using the mobile application produced higher levels of
student perceived autonomy and intrinsic motivation (Jeno et al., 2019); however, task
achievement of the two groups was the same. Intrinsic motivation was a key motivator for
creativity in studies of high school and college students in Canada and Sweden, but in another
college study of autonomy and controlled motivation, results were inconclusive (Hennessey,
2019); i.e., external rewards promoted learning, but the link to creativity was uncertain.
Task motivation research has burgeoned regarding the workplace environment. External
motivations included issues of fairness, status, and collaborative techniques; external rewards
(money, sports tickets) related significantly to individual and group creativity (Hennessey, 2019).
In another correlative study of organizations, type of employee motivation related to the type of
creativity: employees with intrinsic motivation and strong learning goals produced more radical
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creativity—identifying problems and suggesting unconventional ideas about how to change
structures; in contrast, employees motivated by extrinsic rewards and performance goals
connected to incremental creativity—problem-solution identification and implementation (Malik
et al., 2019). Study results of radical/incremental creativity, aligned with divergent and
convergent thinking, had implications for management and teamwork. The university
environment is not the same as a business context. However, issues relating to collaboration as
well as nuances of intrinsic and extrinsic task motivation also apply to the university student
experience. Research is needed to further explore these complexities.
Creative Process
The creative process cannot be described as straightforward or time-bound, but rather as
recursive, reiterative, and messy (Czikszentmihalyi, 2013; Kaufman & Gregoire, 2016; Kaufman
& Sternberg, 2019). In the early 20th century, Wallace broke down the process into five stages:
preparation, incubation, intimation, illumination, and verification. Those steps have been further
adjusted: preparation (becoming immersed in a problem or issue); incubation (when various ideas
churn about in the subconscious); insight (the Aha! moment); evaluation (deciding if the idea is
valuable and worth pursuing); and elaboration (the hard work of following through with the idea,
turning it into a product) (Amabile, 1996; Benedek & Jauk, 2019; Czikszentmihalyi, 2013;
Kaufman & Gregoire, 2016).
Applied to the individual, the preparation stage has been connected to two types of
personality, the conceptual type who begins to imagine changing the paradigm at issue (as in
Picasso inventing Cubism or Lin Manual Miranda inventing hip-hop musical theater) or the
experimental type who creates within the paradigm (later Cubist painters or the chess master
Bobby Fisher) (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019). These types align with creative thinking styles,
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the conceptual type connecting to innovative thought, and the experimental type connecting to
adaptive creative thought (Bart et al., 2017). Studies of university students, as well as eminent
and Pro-c creatives, suggested that in the initial stages of the creative process, ideas were
inspired and rooted in various domains, not just the specified domain for output (Qian & Plucker,
2018; Scotney et al., 2019; Ward & Kolomyts, 2019). This finding has led educational
researchers to tout the importance of the interaction of academic knowledge bases, and push for
more interdisciplinary coursework (King, 2019; Selingo, 2018; Syme, 2017).
Preparation, incubation, and elaboration stages can take time, often years. Although the
insight stage is often a moment, many eminent and professional creatives have reported that this
stage did not occur while they were working hard in the studio or in an office, but rather when
they were away from the desk, disengaged from the task, allowing the conscious mind to relax
(Benedek & Jauk, 2019; Czikszentmihalyi, 2013; Kaufman & Gregoire, 2016). Short breaks,
naps, a good night’s rest, and daydreaming assisted in creative insight (Benedek & Jauk, 2019).
One video arts student reported receiving his creative ideas while strolling through Home Depot
(Salazar, 2016). In a university setting, the boundaries of time (four years, semester, midterm)
certainly work against conceptual creativity since a student first needs to understand the domain
or paradigm before breaking away from it to create something original and useful. Furthermore,
the importance of accruing knowledge and understanding a domain fuels Forgeard and
Kaufman’s (2016) argument against the need for creativity exercises or assignments in every
course or at every level of university education. Also, while short breaks between classes or
between class and work shifts may occur in a student’s life, naps and a good night’s rest are often
foreign to the undergraduate experience (LaBelle, 2020; Wise, 2018). In short, the student’s
university experience can be at odds with their creativity.
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Creative Problem Solving
Many science, engineering, and business courses employ a modified, sequential creative
process named Creative Problem Solving (CPS): (a) identifying or understanding the problem,
(b) generating ideas, and (c) preparing for action (Kuo et al., 2014). In the first two stages, both
divergent and convergent thinking are employed. Pedagogical strategies to stimulate creative
problem solving such as brainstorming, idea mapping, and collaboration (group work, peer
sharing) have been in the faculty repertoire for years (Nilson, 2010). New research explores
nuances of student problem solving.
In Kuo et al.’s (2014) experiment using web-based instruction for nurses, they
discovered that different cognitive styles processed information differently, with intuitive
learners/creatives improving their fact-finding and problem-finding skills, and analytic
learners/creatives improving their idea generating skills, concluding that web-based instruction
in creative problem solving can be more beneficial to students than teaching CPS in a traditional
undergraduate setting. Many universities continue to employ problem-based learning in
classrooms and online as well as to experiment with interdisciplinary programs in order to foster
creative thinking skills within teams (Supiano, 2020). However, research connecting CPS to
student creativity and affect is still in its early stages.
Research studies into interdisciplinary programs showed mixed results. On the positive
side, students reported that interdisciplinary work expanded their perspectives, improved their
ability to collaborate, increased their metacognition, strengthened their confidence, and lessened
negative effects from power hierarchies between teacher and student (Collard -Stokes, 2019; La
Duca et al., 2019; Mayhew et al., 2016; Ruthven, 2019; Spelt et al., 2017; King, 2019). While
one study of team creativity, using the Synectics CPS program, resulted in improved student
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creative skills (de Villiers Scheepers & Maree, 2015), in other studies, students did not
necessarily think their interdisciplinary group work improved their ability to create (La Duca et
al., 2019), or that student cultural diversity related to innovation, except if the task required
strong interdependence (Wang et al., 2019). Communication skills remained a challenge among
students of different disciplines (Spelt et al., 2017). In all these cases, students wanted the
teacher to provide cognitive and integrative guidance.
The tricky interplay between faculty guidance and student independence could be a chief
factor in the results of recent programs involving design teams and problem-solving projects.
According to Professor Linder at Olin College of Engineering, “The college isn’t trying to
educate problem solvers. The goal is to graduate creative people who are able to envision how
the world might be different” (Supiano, 2020, p. 22). Yet while some students believed the hard
work of problem discovery was worthwhile, others floundered; at the JMU X-labs, half the
students thrived and half felt lost (Supiano, 2020, p. 25). In studies of “design thinking,” the
five phase CPS program endorsed by Stanford’s d.school, students in quasi-experiments believed
their creative thinking and innovative skills were enhanced (Lin et al., 2020; Matthee & Turpin,
2019), but in another university study, there was no improvement in creative self-efficacy (Ohly
et al., 2017). In a scathing academic commentary, a design professor called out design thinking
as merely “innovation-speak” and not actual innovation, where enrolled students do not develop
expertise in design (Vinsel, 2018, p. 1). Interdisciplinary work in creative problem-solving has
many benefits but also possible drawbacks in communication challenges and domain rigor. At
the university level, creative process connects not only to personality and creative thinking skills,
but also to student relationships and well-being.
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Art Courses
Case studies indicated that fine and performing arts courses foster student creativity
(Choi et al., 2018; Hall & Thomson, 2017; Schupp, 2017). Being required to take risks and
problem-solve in dance, design, and theater courses improved domain-related and creative
thinking skills as well as student CSE, with several students calling their learning
“transformative” (Choi et al., 2018, p. 82; Hall & Thomson, 2017; Schupp, 2017, p. 112). In a
correlated case study of university professors who volunteered for a creativity course to improve
their teaching, the results were mixed, with many saying the course was “transformational
learning” and others stating the course was unnecessary and a waste of time (Jarvis, 2019, pp. 2829). Most, if not all, students in theater and arts courses found pleasure (though not ease)
working through the creative process, either on their own or with others, and credited interaction
with professors as a boost to their creative growth (Hall & Thomson, 2017; Salazar, 2016; Tilley,
2016). However, for faculty, grading creative work was challenging (Machin, 2016; Tilley,
2016).
Creative Product
According to creativity theory, a product is deemed creative if it demonstrates novelty
and appropriateness/effectiveness (Amabile, 1996). In education, student projects and papers are
assigned to produce evidence of a high level of cognition, namely synthesis or creativity. When
assessing a product for novelty or usefulness, various types and degrees are usually considered:
(a) imitation – for example, a student may imitate Hemingway’s writing style for a story; (b)
variation of a work; (c) combination of works; (d) transformation of a work into a new form; or
(e) creation of a completely new product (Hallman et al., 2016). In most academic domains,
student work is not usually assessed as innovative, because an innovative product is one which
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must be accepted and applied by domain experts and a large swath of society (Hallman et al.,
2016). In this regard, creativity is an important and necessary component of innovation;
nonetheless, the terms may cause confusion to students and faculty alike. Whatever the category
or degree of student creativity, most university faculty, it can be assumed, strive to be objective
in their assessments, even though evaluations of student work, creative or not, include some
subjectivity. In creativity research, this subjectivity has been further explored, to the point of
questioning the emphasis placed on creative products in assessing student creativity and
questioning the very assumptions of what makes a product creative.
Within the university structure, three main questions arise concerning students’ creative
projects: (1) Who assesses the product’s creativity? (2) How is the product assessed for
creativity? and (3) Should creative products form the major criterion for undergraduate
creativity? Regarding the first question, usually faculty members assess students’ work, unless a
special competition or showcase brings in outside jurors. A consensus among domain expert
judges has been dubbed Consensual Assessment Technique (Amabile, 1996); however, this
technique lacks feasibility for most student projects or products. Glaveanu (2018) theorizes that
audiences are also part of assessment. In one study, peer evaluations were incorporated in
project assessments, but student feedback did not hold the weight of the faculty member’s view
(Tabachuk et al., 2018). Nonetheless, attention and support from peers was shown to promote
creativity in organizational settings (Malik et al., 2019; Yoon et al., 2015; Sawyer, 2019).
In assessing creative work, “University teachers’ theories oscillated between the view
that creativity is a separate construct and the view that it is equal to learning and teaching”
(Pavlovic & Maksic, 2019, p. 269). Implicit theories of creativity influenced how student
products were assessed (Belluigi, 2017; de Fatima Morais, 2017; Glaveanu, 2018; Pavlovic &
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Maksic, 2019; Yue et al., 2015). For example, if university teachers emphasized relational or
growth theories of creativity (Pavlovic & Maksic, 2019), their assessments took the form of
portfolios. Judgments were based on individual progress, not objective (if anything can be
objective) criteria. The locus of meaning rested more on the student and his/her development
than on the product itself or on the viewer-critic-social context (Belluigi, 2017). In contrast, some
university teachers were result-oriented, with emphasis on the merits of a final product and
comparison to others’ projects. Or, they incorporated various types of theories (Pavlovic &
Maksic, 2019), adding student self-reflection as an assessment tool.
In other research, teachers’ general views of creativity often did not apply to assessing
their own creativity or their students’ work (Lee et al., 2015). Most teachers and students did not
use scholarly definitions of creativity (new, original, useful, effective) when assessing work. In
one study, some words students used in describing creative products were “high tech,”
“fashionable,” “rare,” “surprise,” and “joy” (Loewenstein & Mueller, 2016, p. 336).
Furthermore, culture was a factor in how products were assessed for creativity, with Chinese
holding broader cues than did Americans for what constitutes a product as creative (Niu, 2019).
In several studies comparing drawing tasks between Chinese and American college students, both
Chinese and American judges agreed on the creative assessment, but differences surfaced on the
way products were assessed, revealing greater consensus among Chinese judges on what
constitutes creativity in addition to their broader standards of assessment (Lan & Kaufman, 2013;
Lubart et al., 2019). Assessment for creativity at the university level remains problematic, due to
the complexity of the construct.
Concerning a student’s competence in creativity, Jahnke et al. (2017) advocated for
creative product as being only one factor for student assessment. A study of university faculty,
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who had reputations for teaching excellence, resulted in a Six Facet Model of student creativity:
self-reflective learning; independent learning; showing curiosity and motivation; producing
something; showing multi-perspectives; and reaching for original ideas (p. 91). They posited that
the social sciences would emphasize independent learning, curiosity, and self-reflection in
creativity assessment; engineering would emphasize product and unconventional thinking.
Watson’s (2018) research suggested that students do not fully value the creative process
and products until after they graduate. This, of course, is not to say that creative products should
not be encouraged, but rather that assessment of creativity is itself a complex construct, tied to a
multiplicity of meanings and contexts. Finally, as technology has changed how people process
information and the use of social media influences both the creative process and products (Niu,
2019), it is possible that the locus of meaning for future assessments of students’ creative
products may well emphasize the wider social context not just in the domain of the sciences
(possible innovative products) but in the social sciences and performing arts as well. Input from
students regarding how and when they are assessed for creativity would prove beneficial for
faculty and future undergraduates.
Creative Environment
Environment serves as a fundamental component of creativity (Amabile, 1996;
Glaveanu, 2014; Sawyer, 2019). Certainly, the macro environment of nation, country or region
can affect belief systems (see Creativity and Culture) as well as the resources for creativity.
According to the Global Index, the U.S. is ranked high in creativity (Martin Prosperity Index,
2015), and U.S. universities often serve as benchmarks for educational innovation around the
world (Stewart, 2012). In studies comparing the creativity of American and Chinese university
students (using collage-making and drawing tasks), the results favored American students, yet
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researchers pointed out that when Chinese students were given explicit directions to be creative,
their artistic scores significantly improved, thus causing researchers to conclude that educational
culture and belief systems influence student creativity (Lubart et al., 2019; Niu & Sternberg,
2003). In a meta-analysis correlating creativity to academic achievement, results showed a
positive, albeit modest, relationship which was stable across cultures (Gajda et al., 2017).
Looking at the micro level, university environment includes both physical and social/intellectual
aspects which can enhance or inhibit student creativity.
Physical Environment
Although studies linking physical learning spaces to students’ perceptions of creativity
were few, Hoff and Oberg (2016) stated that physical space enhances creativity through three
ways: functionality, mood activation, and meaning (p. 483). Specific domains, such as theater,
art and dance, need studio and performance space for optimal creative processes; science
students need lab equipment. In addition, architecture and spatial design contribute to campus
identity; the aesthetics of place—the beauty of buildings, state-of-the-art equipment, lighting,
cleanliness, and particularly green space—positively relate to creativity by inspiring students and
teachers, offering them a sense of freedom to think (Dul, 2019; Glaveanu, 2014; Kong & Chang,
2019). In a study of mobile learning, students concentrated better and achieved more in a quiet
rather than noisy environment (Yang et al., 2020). Because many students now learn remotely
and do not physically set foot on campus, the physical space of a university does not necessarily
affect mood or inspire creative thought or provide experiential meaning. Especially during the
pandemic, personal computers provided functionality for learning, physical space was
individually negotiated (in dorm rooms or at home, quiet or not) and mood and inspiration issued
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from the relational environment, namely teachers and other students, whether in-person or
remote.
Social and Intellectual Environment
Educational environment consists of more than physical space and technologies; it
encompasses pedagogical methods as well as relationships, both of which affect student
creativity. Beghetto (2019) provided a helpful framework for discussing the intellectual
environment: teaching for creativity; teaching with creativity; and teaching about creativity.
Teaching for creativity means creating a climate where creativity is viewed as positive, taking
risks and failing is allowed, and where individuals feel safe to experiment with ideas or formulas
(Reiter-Palmon et al., 2019); a sense of playfulness is encouraged, a “no right or wrong” message
is given, and students have adequate time to think and assess (Choi et al., 2018; Diaz-Varela &
Wright, 2019; Hall & Thomson, 2017). Furthermore, both disciplinary and interdisciplinary
methods and activities, because they nurture the integration of critical and creative development,
should be implemented (Makarova et al., 2019, pp. 20-22).
Research studies showed that most students taking interdisciplinary classes expanded
their perspectives either individually or through collaboration and most, though not all,
improved their ability to think creatively (La Duca et al., 2019; Ruthven, 2019; Supiano, 2020).
However, collaboration at the university level was problematic. Studies indicated that students
believed they were more creative and involved in more creative activities when they were alone
rather than with others (Ohly et al., 2017; Runco et al., 2017). Introverts preferred quieter
environments to process information (Green et al., 2019; Le Peau, 2019). In a complementary
vein, students praised their out-of-classroom experiences more than within school experiences
for inspiring and activating their creativity (Gerhart et al., 2015; Mayhew et al., 2016; Runco et
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al., 2017). These results do not diminish the need to teach for creativity, but rather they open
awareness that student creativity can develop outside the confines and rubrics of course activities
and requirements. Research also suggested that online learning may promote creativity equal to
in-person creativity during certain stages of the process, at least for certain students. Even
though “Increasingly, innovation and creativity spring from cooperation and collaboration with
others” (Ehtiyar & Baser, 2019, p. 126), this research implied that those others may not
necessarily be student peers.
Teaching with creativity means that instructors or professors choose and synthesize
activities which will engage student learning and provoke new thought. Many activities or “best
practices” such as brainstorming, problem-solving, pair work, role-playing, games and journals
are no longer novel approaches to keeping students engaged but are nonetheless useful and
effective. Most professors, it can be assumed, have moved away from strict lecturing and have
incorporated a variety of pedagogical techniques as well as assessments. Although faculty who
had high CSE were more apt to teach with creativity (Cayirdag, 2017; Miller, 2018; Rubenstein
etal., 2013), creative disposition can be learned (Amabile, 1996; Beghetto, 2019). However,
teaching with creativity takes time. Within the boundaries of semester length and other
responsibilities, creativity can be a challenge for both faculty and students.
Teaching about creativity means consciously incorporating metacognition about
creativity with students. Scholars argue that students who are aware of various definitions,
processes, and origins of creativity will better recognize the value of creativity and application to
life (Beghetto, 2019; Belfiore & Lash, 2018; Kaufman et al., 2017) as well as increase academic
achievement (Green et al., 2018). In an experiment of three groups of undergraduates who took
a course in Leadership and Innovation, the group who was taught innovation theories throughout
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the process made significant gains in innovative thinking far above those who listened to a oneday presentation of theory (taught by the same course professor) and those who did neither
(Mayhew et al., 2019). Nonetheless, research which focuses on the effects of teaching
metacognition to students is thin.
Finally, in student surveys rating faculty creativity, either teaching for creativity or
teaching with creativity (teaching about was not included), results depended on location and
domain. For example, undergraduates in Turkey rated faculty creativity low across the board
(Ehtiyar & Baser, 2019). Students in Brazil rated teacher creativity high in the social sciences
and arts but low in science and technology, which was the exact opposite of results for
Portuguese students (de Fatima Morais et al., 2017). In a study of Brazilian graduate students,
those attending private college rated teacher creativity higher than students who attended public
university (Fleith & Gomes, 2016), although researchers pointed out a research limitation in
comparing only two institutions in the study. Surveys of university students in the U.S. regarding
faculty creativity could not be found.
When students did comment on faculty, creativity was not a highlighted trait; rather,
domain expertise, honesty, caring, passion, and authenticity were mentioned (La Bella, 2020;
Peter-Szarka, 2012; Perrow, 2018; Hendrickson & Francis, 2018). In studies of academic
relationships, whether in-person or online formats, students rated teacher-student interaction as
more positive for learning than peer interaction (Lenz et al., 2016; Molinillo et al., 2018; Salazar,
2016). Affective traits such as encouragement, sense of humor, and honesty provided a positive
emotional climate for students which was conducive to creativity. In a study of faculty who
underwent professional development in pedagogy and empathy, subsequent student essay scores
were significantly higher than scores by students whose instructors had not participated in the
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training (Perrow, 2018). In an experiment with students who experienced anxiety related to
creativity, an intervention of socio-emotional support along with cognitive insights significantly
improved their creative thinking (Chiu et al., 2019). Emotional intelligence, an aspect of task
motivation, is also a key component of creative environment. Overall, an environment which
cultivates creativity is one which offers physical space as well as tools/objects for inspiration and
processing of information; and relational space to learn from others. Faculty remain a crucial
factor not only in disseminating domain knowledge but in providing a creative climate for
students so they can grow in creative mindset and action.
Creativity and Culture
Culture affected all aspects of creativity, from concepts of creativity to creative
disposition, creative process, and assessment of products (Abromo & Tan, 2017; Lee et al., 2013;
Lee et al., 2015; Niu, 2019; Shaw, 2016). Individualism, a hallmark value of Western culture,
and collectivism, a main cultural value of the East, served as ideological anchors in discussions
of creativity. The Western concept of creativity emphasizes the individual whereas the East
emphasizes the social contribution of creators, placing high value on links between the past and
present in developing creative products (Lubart et al., 2019; Niu, 2019). In some African
cultures, the concept of creativity does not allow for individual eminence or any malevolent
creativity, as group activities for communal and moral good constitute the meaning of creativity
(Lubart et al., 2019). Citing five former studies, Niu (2019) stated that the Indian conception of
creativity emphasizes affective, social and intuitive elements (p. 453). The focus on the
individual or the focus on social relationship become “two ends of a seesaw,” with much shifting
cultural weight.
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In studies of personal characteristics using Gough’s Creative Personality Scale, both
Western and Eastern college students agreed that traits of intelligence, imagination, and
cognitiveindependence were essential for the creative person. However, Western students
checked off sense of humor and aesthetic taste as attributes of creative personality, unlike
Chinese students who did not connect humor to creativity (Luescher et al., 2019; Yue & Na Hui,
2015). In contrast, Eastern students checked off responsibility and contribution to society as
aspects of thecreative person, which American and Swiss students did not (Luescher et al., 2019).
Nonetheless, nuances existed among countries within the East-West divide: for example,
a study of Finnish teachers showed that a social component was important to their concept of a
creative person; in Serbia, identified as a collectivist country, individualism emerged over social
harmony and responsibility (Niu, 2019; Pavlovic & Maksic, 2018). Overall, while perspectives
of creative personality generally fall into either individualist expression or collectivist expression,
enough variations exist as to shake the seesaw.
Task motivation differed according to culture. In the West, intrinsic motivation
outweighed extrinsic motivation for engendering creativity. In the East, particularly China,
extrinsic motivators such as government policies often promoted and motivated creativity (Niu,
2019). Yet authoritarian restrictions in China also affected Chinese students’ contemporary
expressions of creativity, even though innovation was being encouraged at the university level
(Shaw, 2016).
According to Lee et al.’s study (2015), the Asian value of honoring ancestors influenced
students’ creativity behaviors. In this quantitative study comparing high achieving South Korean
and American college students, both cultures valued receptive learning higher than creative
thinking skills, although American students increased in their experience and value of creative
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thinking skills during their four years in college more so than Korean students. In addition,
Koreans studying in the U.S. became more closely aligned to American students’ views, though
not exactly (Lee et al., 2015). Variability in motivational orientation was based on cultural
contexts, yet features of each culture, East or West, could be found in the other (Celik & Lubart,
2017; Hennessey, 2019).
The creative process generally was viewed differently as well. As opposed to the West,
“Creativity in the East is more evolutionary than revolutionary” (Niu, 2019, p. 452). The
Eastern mindset fostered incremental development of creativity, learning from past creators and
the environment, and valued adaptive creativity higher than originality; the West afforded high
value to new concepts and originality (although originality itself was culturally perceived) (Lubert
et al., 2019). Even brain studies revealed differences in neural processing between Chinese and
American students. In studies of social-emotional response, with implications for creative brain
functioning, researchers discovered that culture was a significant factor, dictating activity in
distinct sections of the salience network; interestingly, the results of MRI scans of AsianAmericans fell clearly between the results of the two other groups (Immordino-Yang et al.,
2014).
Since Westerners value individualism and Easterners value collectivism, it may seem
likely that Chinese, Japanese, or Indian students would work better than American students in
collaborative creative processes, but there is no research that supports that theory. What was
important for collaborative processes was to have creative thinkers on a team (Burch et al., 2019;
Sawyer, 2019). Choi and Yoon’s study (2018) discovered that a collectivistic value orientation
combined with an independent mindset optimized group creativity. In Western parlance, this
means that the good of the team overshadowed individual input, yet independent ideas were
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welcomed. Even without cultural differences, group work can be a challenge for university
students.
East and West culture also guided assessments of creativity (Loewenstein & Mueller,
2016; Lubart et al., 2019; Niu, 2019). In three studies of more than 2,000 participants, including
cohorts of American and Chinese students, Americans prioritized novelty over usefulness in
assessing a product for creativity, while the Chinese (which surprised researchers), did not
prioritize usefulness (Loewenstein & Mueller, 2016). Furthermore, the Chinese showed a
broader view of what constitutes a creative product (Loewenstein & Mueller, 2016) using terms
such as “mass market,” “easy to use,” “social harmony,” and “repurposed,” in addition to terms
such as “breakthrough,” “surprise,” and “rare,” mentioned by both cultures. Nonetheless, the
researchers concluded there was enough variation of cues and views both within as well as across
cultures to question the scholarly terminology of novelty and usefulness as adequate for creativity
assessment (p. 337). This research raises the question of how student populations assess their
own creative work. A gap in the literature exists in this area, namely how students talk about
their own creative products.
Paradoxes from culture and creativity research included the following: (1) Even though
the Chinese had broader cues about creativity products and assessments, they had more narrow
views of what constitutes a creative person, the opposite of the American perspective; and (2) In
studies of American and Chinese students evaluating drawings by other college students for
creativity, inter-judge agreement was high (Hallman et al., 2016; Lubert et al., 2019).
Undergraduates in most universities come from other countries besides America and China. As
university students experience more cultural diversity in their peers and experiences, and as
technology makes communication between cultures more available, shifts in implicit theories of
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creativity which then leads to shifts in process and product will no doubt take place.
Nonetheless, cultural identity remains an important factor in probing and understanding student
perceptions and experiences of creativity.
Summary
To prepare students for a global future, universities in the United States and around the
world emphasized the importance of creativity as a student competence (Colet & Nicole, 2017;
Henrikson et al., 2016; Papaleontiou-Louca et al., 2014; Supiano, 2020). However, the term itself
engendered confusion in both faculty and students. Creativity theorists have divided the concept
into types, styles, degrees, and skills, and although they continue to amend and tweak their
understanding of the concept, most agree that four major inter-related components spur
creativity: disposition, process, product, and environment. Both brain and genetic studies showed
that individuals are born with certain predispositions for creative talents. However, emotional
and environmental factors also play a role in activating creativity. Studies indicated that
undergraduates could increase their creative thinking skills as well as their confidence and selfbelief by taking courses which specifically target creativity. Research was limited regarding
unspecified courses. Interdisciplinary courses have shown positive results for spurring creative
thinking, although the process of working with others can either enhance or inhibit creative
output.
Further studies revealed that cultural views of creativity as well as faculty’s implicit
theories influenced assessment of creative work. Research was limited regarding student
assessment of their own creative work and faculty evaluations. A creative environment affected
student learning through function, inspiration, and relationships. Of crucial importance,
according to case and longitudinal studies, was the creative climate initiated by the teacher.
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However, studies suggested that students believed they were more creative outside of the
university environment than within it, mainly due to time and autonomy factors. Research was
limited regarding creative climate (not just learning climate, although the two are interlaced) in
the classroom, whether in-person or online, especially during this pandemic. Finally, culture
affected creativity in every aspect, yet with ongoing social and global networking, shifts in
perspectives and perceptions will no doubt occur. Research also was limited regarding student
creativity in culturally diverse university populations.
Many studies cover the swath of creativity research, yet, to reiterate, research was limited
regarding student perceptions of creativity in regular courses, student perceptions of the creative
process, student views of the assessment of creativity, and student views of their creativity both
in and outside of the university, in relationship with teachers and others. As creativity is a
complex construct of related parts (Amabile, 1996; Glaveanu, 2013; Kaufman & Sternberg,
2019), a gap in the literature exists which looks at the undergraduate experience from a holistic
framework. What students think, what they understand about creativity, and how they experience
and improve their creativity, holds theoretical implications for future theoretical tweaks, and
practical implications for university resources, cultural interactions, and faculty pedagogy. This
qualitative study, an experiential account which encompasses both university student thought and
emotion, offers a fuller understanding of creativity competence in higher education.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
The purpose of this qualitative instrumental case study is to describe how university
students perceive and experience creativity in their university life. Creativity has been
recognized as an important competence for 21st century college students (Davies et al., 2018;
Gaspar & Mabic, 2015). Recent research suggests higher education faculty express confusion
and ambiguity about the meaning of creativity (Al Fuqara & Tobasi, 2015; de Alencar & de
Oliveira, 2016), yet few studies explore the perceptions of students regarding their own
creativity. Several quantitative and qualitative studies exist which explore intervention programs
and students’ creative self-esteem in college curricula (Badger, 2019; Choi, 2018; Jarvis, 2019;
Schupp, 2017), but more qualitative study is needed regarding student views of how faculty
foster their creativity or how other programs or activities impact student creativity (Hua &
Stevenson, 2019; Jahnke et al., 2017; Karwowski et al., 2019; Kong & Chang, 2019). In the
global arena, U.S. universities are often considered benchmark institutions for research and
learning (Hallman et al., 2016; Stewart, 2012). This study proposed to fill a gap in creativity
research in higher education by describing students’ holistic experience of creativity in
university life.
This study sought to understand creativity as a complex construct and as a holistic
phenomenon in the context of the college student experience. Because this study strove to
understand creativity as a holistic phenomenon, it has both theoretical and practical significance.
This chapter explains the choice of qualitative inquiry as an appropriate research method for the
study and the choice of a single instrumental case study as the appropriate research design and
type. The main research questions aligned with purpose are stated, followed by a description of
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the research setting and participants chosen through purposeful sampling. Procedures for
conducting the study, along with my role as a researcher who is aware of certain biases and
assumptions, are delineated. Data collection methods consisting of interviews, documentation,
and focus groups are explained along with data analysis methods. Analysis methods encompass
triangulation of data, key themes, theory justifications, reflexivity, and peer review. Chapter
Three concludes with a discussion of essential factors which bolster the worth and quality of this
research study, trustworthiness and ethical considerations.
Research Design
Qualitative inquiry is an appropriate method for understanding and describing the
perspectives and experiences of individuals or groups (Hatch, 2002; Marshall & Rossman,
2011). The researcher in qualitative inquiry seeks to go beyond surface facts and statistics,
delving for meaning through open-ended questions, questions of “how” and “why” (Patton,
2015; Yin, 2018, p. 13). Considering the purpose for my qualitative single-case study was to
describe student perceptions and experiences of creativity beyond surface facts, a qualitative
inquiry employing open-ended questions was the appropriate method of research. Qualitative
inquiry, unlike quantitative research, considers the context of people’s perspectives, the influence
and intentions surrounding behaviors and responses (Patton, 2015, p. 9). To fully understand
student experience, I attended to the social and environmental context. Furthermore, the
contextual aspect of qualitative inquiry aligned with the theoretical framework for the study,
Amabile’s (1996) componential theory of creativity, which posits that creativity develops not
only through personal attitudes and motivations but within social and cultural contexts.
A qualitative case study involves the study of a case (individual, small group, process,
organization) within a real-life, contemporary context or setting (Yin, 2018). Although the
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origins of case study evolved from anthropology and sociology, this design emerged in the field
of education in the 1980’s and has been acknowledged as a key research design for several
decades (Merriam, 2016; Stake, 1995). Case study has been defined as a strategy, a choice of
group type, and a methodology (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). Yin delineates
case study research as a twofold method that “investigates a phenomenon in-depth within a realworld context,” with attention to boundaries between case and context. In addition, this research
method considers many variables (individuals or factors) of interest as well as prior research,
prior theory, and multiple sources of evidence (p. 15). The present research focused on a
bounded system which included a group of individuals who share a culture and a common
experience, namely recent graduates and seniors/juniors at a specific university who have had
classroom and extracurricular experiences. Furthermore, the study was based on prior research
into creativity, on theories of this phenomenon, and relied on multiple sources of evidence. A
case study method, therefore, was appropriate.
According to Yin (2018), a single-case study is appropriate if the case relates to a theory
or theoretical proposition of interest (p. 50). The objective of the common rationale of a singlecase, is to “capture the circumstances and conditions of an everyday situation” because the case
could provide lessons about processes related to theory (p. 50). For this study, the theory of
creativity provided the framework and implied several propositions: (1) Students perceive
creativity through the lens of personality, attitude, and personal experience; (2) Students increase
their creativity through relationships with faculty and others; (3) The socio-cultural context of
the university can increase or inhibit student creativity; and (4) Students produce creative work
through both internal and external motivations. Because I asked questions about student
perceptions and experiences in order to explain current conditions and to understand the
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workings of creativity theory, a single-case study was appropriate. Furthermore, if a researcher
focuses on an issue or concern and then selects one bounded case to illustrate the issue, the case
study is termed an instrumental case study (Creswell & Poth, 2015; Stake, 1995). Since I
selected the bounded case of recent graduates and seniors/juniors in order to gain insight into the
issue of creativity in higher education pedagogy and programs, the appropriate approach was a
single instrumental case study. Therefore, the qualitative single instrumental case study was the
most appropriate research design for my study.
Research Questions
The central research question targeted perceptions and experiences of creativity by
university students. Sub-questions tied into the central question as well as connecting to the
following components of Amabile’s (1996) creativity theory: personal disposition, skills,
motivation, and environment/social context. These components are explored further in the data
collection section.
Central Question
How do students perceive and experience creativity within a university setting?
Sub-Question One
How do students describe the meaning of creativity?
Sub-Question Two
How will students describe something creative in their coursework or outside of their
coursework that they have produced or been a part of during their time at university. In what way
or ways will students say they are creative?
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Sub-Question Three
When have students experienced their most creative selves and how will they describe
the experience?
Sub-Question Four
In what ways have university faculty fostered or inhibited student creativity?
Sub-Question Five
In what ways have university activities or programs fostered student creative thinking or
output?
Setting
The site for my research study was RU, a mid-size public research university located in
the Mid-Atlantic States. Of the 5,500 undergraduates at the urban campus, 90% were commuters.
Undergraduates came from 36 states and 39 nations. The university consists of four schools and
colleges, with full-time faculty numbering 310 and part-time faculty numbering approximately
700 instructors. The student-faculty ratio was listed as 10:1 on the school’s website. In the past
five years, U.S. News & World Report has named this school as one of the Best Colleges among
Regional Universities North (Rxxxxxx University, 2020, p.1). This school was selected for
research because its promotional literature emphasized the importance of innovation and
creativity to institutional life. The university’s recent Strategic Plan lists a “core value” of
innovation, stating, “We provide opportunities for creative approaches to research, teaching and
curricular development” (Rxxxxxx University, 2020, p. 5). Furthermore, the university aspires to
become a global leader in these areas (p. 5). The compact size of the campus affords student
opportunities for interdisciplinary and collaborative relationships with faculty that may not occur
with frequency at larger, sprawling campuses. Each year the university holds a Celebration of
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Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity (CURCA) and a Senior Art Thesis Showcase. In
addition, the school offers programs for students to employ creativity in extracurricular activities
and service projects. Because I am interested in how students perceive creativity within a higher
education institution, this site was appropriate for my research. Due to its institutional mission
and size, this setting provided an appropriate boundary for case study research.
Participants
Participants in this study were selected through purposeful sampling. In this type of
sampling, the researcher chooses individuals or a group who possess rich information in order to
illuminate a question being investigated (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). Participants in this study
came from three student units: recent graduates of the university who participated in either
CURCA, the Senior Art Showcase or other university showcases (theater or music projects);
juniors or seniors who had participated or were participating in university sponsored projects or
performances; and juniors and seniors who did not participate in CURCA, the art showcase or
other university sponsored showcases. Recent graduates (within one year of graduation) were
chosen because they had a “still-fresh” perspective on the completed undergraduate experience
and could shed light on the finished process and product of their creative work. Juniors and
seniors had an ongoing perspective with some years of university experience yet were still in the
process of university learning and creative work. Recent graduates and upperclassmen who had
been part of showcases could speak about their processes and products. Those students who
were not part of showcases could speak from their perceptions of creativity and experience
inside the classroom and within university activities. Patton (2015) describes purposeful group
sampling as the selection of case/cases to create a specific information group that can reveal
important group patterns (p. 267). Yin (2018) states that individuals within a group can offer
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differing perspectives about an issue for further insight. Students who presented work at
showcases comprised a group which could (and did) exhibit patterns or emphases regarding
creative dispositions, motivations, and environment. Students not involved in showcases or
university projects could also (and did) exhibit similar patterns or emphases through ongoing
university learning and work.
Although specific age, ethnicity, and gender were not targeted factors in selection, I
selected students of different genders, races, and ethnicities, as well as students from varied
academic disciplines within sciences and the arts. Yin (2018) advocates for equitable selection in
a case study, so that no group is unfairly included or excluded from the research. This was
accomplished in two ways: first, by asking research participants to identify their age and ethnicity
and, secondly, by emailing faculty from various academic departments requesting names of
students who might agree to participate in the study.
Researcher Positionality
The topic of creativity has spurred my curiosity for a long time, from considering its
Biblical roots to artistic manifestations and to its emergence as an educational issue in higher
education. Creation bookends the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. Throughout Scripture,
creation is linked not only to nature and space, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies
proclaim the work of his hands” (New International Version, 1973/2001, Psalm 19:1) but also to
the spirit and mind, “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me”
(Psalm 51:10). The Bible thus offers us a complex view of creativity, which, like love, is both
feeling and action, caught up with mind, body, and spirit.
As an adjunct lecturer in theater, I have seen how important, even transformative, the
recognition of the creative self is to college students. I have witnessed undergraduates grow in

83

their creativity from the first day of class until the final day, regardless of whether their major
was art, business, nursing, or criminal justice. In my experience, non-art majors as well as art
majors exhibit a great desire to express themselves in creative ways. I was curious about the
perceptions of their creative journeys at the university level. Also, along with many others, I
wonder what higher education will look like in another ten years, and how society, university
culture, and students will effect (create) change.
Interpretive Framework
For this research study, the research paradigm was social constructivism (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Merriam, 2016; Patton, 2015). This paradigm purports that people have varying
experiences and views; meaning is subjective, formed through social and cultural contexts
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Qualitative research, which emphasizes the interviewing of others as a
key data source, melds with this paradigm (Yin, 2018). Furthermore, in her theory of creativity,
Amabile (1996) recognizes the importance of the socio-cultural environment and individual
disposition to a construct of creativity. Therefore, the paradigm and research theory dovetailed,
provoking curiosity as to how students, individually and as a group, viewed their university
experience of creativity.
Philosophical Assumptions
The lens through which I view the world is a Christian lens. What this means is that I
believe God created man and woman and created us in his image. Furthermore, I believe that
God is the same, yesterday, today, and forever. In contrast, everything else on earth changes:
physically, people are born, grow, and die. Mentally and emotionally, people (usually) mature,
and as educators, we help people to increase their abilities and understanding. Spiritually, the
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Bible urges us to grow in knowledge and wisdom. What remains at the end of life is faith, hope,
and love. Creativity is woven into human nature, an emblem of God and a gift of life.
Ontological Assumption
The nature of human reality, or rather, the reality of human nature, demonstrates that
people are born with an innate capacity to create. As a Christian, I believe God created the world
and human beings in His image (Genesis 1:26). My ontological assumption aligns with Liberty
University’s own mission statement: “Persons are spiritual, rational, moral, social, and physical,
created in the image of God. They are, therefore, able to know and to value themselves and other
persons, the universe, and God” (www.liberty.edu). In fact, if people do not exercise their
personal creativity within a caring environment, they may suffer depression or aggression
(Cropley, 1990; Hao et al., 2016). In addition, each person is unique, so that in researching
creativity, the ontological assumption is that different perspectives will be encountered.
Epistemological Assumption
My epistemological assumption is that knowledge gathered from various participants will
provide subjective evidence which will then challenge me as the researcher to look for
commonalities and themes. The concept of creativity has its own body of knowledge. This
study adds a subjective body of knowledge regarding creativity through my interpretation of
student comments and responses, increasing understanding of the phenomenon through a
qualitative approach and analysis.
Axiological Assumption
In axiological terms, creativity holds value for every human being and society. While
some creative products can be destructive to humanity (the hydrogen bomb), many more are
used for good; some are problematic (Facebook). Nonetheless, the process of creating brings
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pleasure and purpose (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019). Because human
beings explore and value differing expressions of creativity (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 35),
assessing student creativity demands wisdom as well as knowledge. Finally, while business and
economic concerns put the premium on creative thinking skills for social survival and change,
the value of creativity extends beyond cognition to embrace aesthetics, personal identity, and
personal transformation.
The Researcher's Role
As a researcher for qualitative study, I was the primary instrument of data collection
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam, 2016). Therefore, it was important to identify any biases and
assumptions in order to clarify how these views might shape the data collection and
interpretation (Merriam, 2016). Aligned with my Christian beliefs as well as creativity theory, I
believe that all human beings have an innate capacity for creativity. I assume that university
faculty value creativity and desire to foster creativity in their students, even if in certain academic
domains, knowledge mastery and critical thinking skills are emphasized in the classroom. In
higher education, critical and creative thinking skills intertwine, sometimes inextricably, as
represented in the poet’s line, “How can we know the dancer from the dance?” (Yeats, 1972).
Furthermore, I assume that students value creativity.
As an adjunct theater instructor, I have witnessed students’ (theater majors and nonmajors) creative expression and growth. Creative thinking skills have always been part of
performing arts classes. For example, students playing a part will necessarily have to consider
different character choices, taking risks (diverse thinking and fluency), then choose one intention
to play (convergent thinking). The student actor learns to be flexible in movement and voice
while listening to a scene partner. Students employ elaboration of thinking when they improvise.
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Student actors use their imaginations to create new productions. They also engage in their
emotional lives.
I assume that classes in the sciences do not grapple with students’ emotional experiences,
nor do they need to. I further assume that students experience creative thinking skills outside the
classroom, in their extra-curricular activities. This complexity of critical and creative thinking
skills and affect in arts and non-arts courses and in the wider university experience fuels my own
curiosity, leading to this research.
To combat my biases and assumptions, I took ongoing notes of reflection and listened to
participants with empathic neutrality (Patton, 2015, p. 59) during my interviews and focus
groups. Yin (2018, p. 120) cautions against mutual and subtle influences during conversation,
saying to “be sensitive to its existence.” I did not discuss my own Christian belief system.
Choosing student participants from several academic disciplines, not just fine arts, broadened the
base of creativity perceptions and experiences, provoking a meaningful discussion of this
phenomenon. Two outside reviewers looked at my findings to detect bias regarding fine arts
students or any individuals.
Since I have worked at RU, I was in the position of being both an insider and an outsider.
While I have spent time on campus and in the Fine Arts Building interacting with several faculty
members, I was not entrenched in the politics or social milieu of the place. Also, in my opinion,
although the main quad can be pretty, the architecture of the buildings and surrounding streets of
the urban campus do not elicit aesthetic pleasure, a trait often connected to creative products. I
was interested in hearing if students mentioned the physical campus as related to their creativity.
Finally, knowing a few key informants was helpful in getting the research started, but I had no
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stake in tenure, committees, or structural issues. This outside status was deemed beneficial for
objectivity.
Procedures
Research procedures for this study began with seeking IRB approvals from two
universities. Once those approvals were secured, recruitment of research participants began.
Recruitment of interviewees occurred before the recruitment of focus group participants.
Collection of documents occurred concomitant with interview collection.
Permissions
To conduct the study, preparation was necessary. I first sought Institutional Review
Board (IRB) approval from two institutions, the university of dissertation oversight and the
university proposed as the study site (Yin, 2018): Liberty University (see Appendix A) and RU
(see Appendix B), in order to ensure participants were protected from any possible harm. Liberty
University issued a temporary approval, pending the decision by RU. In order to receive
approval from the study site, I had to ensure that a tenure track faculty member was listed on the
document as the principal investigator of the study. A colleague in the Department of Visual,
Media, and Performing Arts, agreed to do this. The faculty member did not undertake any of the
research. He did assist by emailing recruitment letters that I composed to meet the requirements
of the university’s protocols, which were similar, but not identical to, Liberty’s protocols. In
addition, I requested feedback on interview and focus group questions (Krueger & Casey, 2014;
Yin, 2018) from respected research scholars before I gave myself permission to ask questions.
Recruitment Plan
Students were recruited from three sample pools. Overall, the sample pools totaled
approximately 2,500 undergraduates and 40 recent graduates. The sample pool of recent
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graduates from CURCA and the Senior Art Thesis Showcase was approximately 40 students.
(The research fair usually accommodates 30 to 40 students, of which at least half are recent
graduates; the art showcase displays work from approximately 25 students each year.) Names of
these students were published on two respective university websites. After IRB approval, I
contacted the CURCA faculty advisor to explain my research, then contacted the university
alumni coordinator who forwarded the email addresses of recent graduates to me. Through email, I sent a recruitment letter to alumni, explaining the purpose of my research and requesting
interview participation. Two follow-up letters were also sent. These letters garnered one
response.
The sample pool for current juniors and seniors who had participated in either CURCA or
the Senior Art Showcase was also approximately 40 students. A recruitment letter was sent to
this population via university email. A follow-up letter was also mailed. These letters did not
elicit any responses. In addition, a university-wide email recruitment letter was sent to all juniors
and seniors, a sample pool of approximately 2,500 students, explaining the research and
requesting participation in an interview or focus group. A follow-up letter was also sent. These
letters garnered several responses. From these responses, snowball sampling was employed to
gather other students for interviews. In addition, email letters were sent to the Fine Arts faculty,
asking for names of recent graduates who took part in productions and final theater/art projects.
Requests for research participation were then sent to specific individuals. Together, these
recruitment efforts resulted in 15 interviewees. To assemble a focus group, another universitywide recruitment letter was emailed to all juniors and seniors after the interviews were
completed. When the letter received no responses, I emailed faculty from various departments
for assistance, and then emailed specific students. As incentive for the second focus group, I
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offered a $10 Target gift card for participation. I was able, finally, to recruit 11 students for two
focus groups. Although the intention was to complete the focus groups within a month after the
interviews were concluded, the reality was different. It took five months to recruit and record
focus groups of five and six students each. Overall, recent graduates and juniors and seniors from
the same university formed a bounded system (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018) which is necessary for
valid case study research.
The number of individuals for a case study sample is not specified (Creswell & Poth,
2018), although Patton (2015) and Yin (2018) recommend 10 to 15 interview participants and 8
to 12 focus group participants. As such, my aim was to interview 12 to 15 students and convene
a focus group(s) of 10 to 12 other students. This was accomplished. The intent of purposeful
sampling is “to achieve in-depth understanding of selected individuals, not to select a sample that
will represent accurately a defined population” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007, p. 178). The final tally
of 26 participants for this study was reasonable to achieve both breadth and depth of
understanding regarding student perceptions of creativity and their experience of creativity inside
and outside the classroom. After recruitment, student informed consent forms for the interviews
and then the focus groups were collected (see Appendix C). Time schedules were set up to serve
student convenience.
Data Collection Plan
Multiple sources of evidence are necessary for a quality case study (Yin, 2018, p. 110).
Triangulation of data strengthens the claims and final assertions of the research (Patton, 2015).
In qualitative inquiry, interviewing participants for a deepened understanding of the research
topic is an essential data collection method (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). For this study, I
interviewed participants, collected documents, and conducted focus groups. Interviews, of
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primary importance to qualitative research, were undertaken first in order to hear in-depth
responses of individual student perceptions and experience. The interviews alerted me to the
option of altering focus group questions, which I did. Because interviewee responses to questions
about early memory and the “why” of creativity were fascinating, and because the focus groups
ended up being smaller than originally planned, I added several questions to the original list for
focus group participants.
Data from student research abstracts and student art narratives were collected during the
time period of interview collection. The gathering of documents was accomplished through
email requests to faculty advisors of CURCA and senior art thesis shows. Student abstracts were
sent to me via university e-mail; art show booklets were handed over at a rendezvous with a
faculty friend. Although student perceptions had to be inferred from this data set, nonetheless the
documentation provided information regarding components of creative disposition, product, and
environment. Focus group data were collected last to follow up previous data, to reinforce or
negate interviewee responses, and to strengthen information and inferences regarding the
university creative environment. Yin (2018) suggests keeping track of questions about the line of
inquiry—a type of meta-questioning—as data is collected across sources of evidence (p. 100).
This meta-questioning was appropriate as I moved through interviews, adding several new focus
group questions which inquired about individual creative self-concept as well as the original
questions emphasizing university influences.
Individual Interviews Data Collection Approach
Interviews employing open-ended questions form the bedrock of qualitative inquiry
(Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). Furthermore, data from questioning and observing individuals in reallife settings provide rich information for understanding a phenomenon of interest in case study
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research (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). To understand the phenomenon of creativity, I interviewed 15
individual students through Zoom technology. Interviews, all recorded, lasted approximately one
hour each. I observed background setting and behaviors, took notes, and wrote reflective notes
after each interview (Seidman, 2012; Yin, 2018). After editing (clarifying misheard words and
omitting excess filler words), research participants were sent a transcription of their respective
interviews for corrections and comments. A final procedure of data collection was to thank
participants for their time, insights, and assistance, first through Zoom at the end of meetings,
and then through email when transcriptions were sent. The interviews took three months to
complete, twice as long as I had anticipated them to take. The central research question, “How
do students perceive and experience creativity within a university structure?” was explored (see
Appendix D for interview questions).
Individual Interview Questions
1. Please introduce yourself to me, as if we just met one another.
2. What led to your choice to major in the field of

? What other areas of study interest

you? Why? CRQ
3. Describe your earliest memory which affected your belief in your own creativity. SQ1
4. How would you define creativity? CRQ
5. On a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being the highest, how would you rate your own creativity?
Why? CRQ
6. Describe something creative from your coursework or outside of your coursework. SQ2
7. What stands out as a lesson, assignment, or class which inspired your creative thought?
SQ4
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8. What experience have you had in a class or with an assignment that inhibited or
exacerbated your creativity? SQ4
9. Talk about a research project/art project. How did the project originate? What was the
process like? How would you describe your emotional journey during the project? Were
you pleased with the outcome? Why or why not? Were you pleased with the assessment
of your project? Why or why not? SQ2
10. In assessing your own creativity, how have relationships with others—peers, parents,
faculty, siblings, employers—contributed to or motivated your creativity? SQ3,4
11. In what ways have university activities or programs fostered your creative thinking or
output? SQ5
12. When have you experienced your most creative self? Describe what it was like. SQ3
13. Why are you creative? SQ1
14. Is there anything else you would like to add?
Questions one and two were questions to establish rapport (Rubin & Rubin, 2012;
Seidman, 2012). In addition, these questions sought to elicit the student’s perceived identity,
his/her interests, and general demeanor. Personal disposition (which envelops personality,
domain interests, and affect) is a major component of Amabile’s (1996) componential theory;
there is no creativity without a person involved.
Question three established a sense of the student’s creative self-efficacy and spoke to
Vygotsky’s (1978) belief that a person’s social and cultural milieu while growing up influences
their later choices in learning and creating. Cultural patterns and beliefs affect all aspects of
creativity (Niu, 2019). In addition, the question corresponded to brain research which suggests
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that a person’s style of creativity is innate, manifested in early years of life (Barbot & Eff,
2019).
Questions four and five related directly to the central research question regarding student
perceptions. The answers established the words and parameters with which students discussed
creativity and how they connected the phenomenon to themselves. Past research suggests that
most faculty will not define creativity in the same way (de Alencar & de Oliveira, 2016; Jahnke
et al., 2017), but little research exists asking students for their definitions and meanings. How
students rated their own creativity connected to the perception of the creative self and research
that discusses self-concept and efficacy as fixed or dynamic (Dweck, 2008; Karwowski et al.,
2019).
Questions six through eight were directed at the student’s university experience, both
inside and outside the classroom. Inquiries about perceptions of a general and specific nature
exposed how the social and academic environment has supported student creative thinking skills
and creativity. Most creativity theorists posit that creativity does not exist in a vacuum but rather
emerges from the environment (Amabile, 1996; Sternberg, 2012). Research supports the idea
that a supportive environment can assist creative output (Akhtar & Kartika, 2019). In addition,
the questions also related to the student’s CSE. Creative self-efficacy is thought to be capable of
improving (Hass et al., 2016) yet other researchers see CSE as more problematic (Karwowski et
al., 2019).
Question nine sought to elicit information about the student’s creative process from
beginning ideas to the final product. Student narrations necessarily highlighted various
components of criticality and creativity as perceived and experienced. Because creativity cannot
be fully understood by breaking it into parts (Amabile, 1996; Glaveanu, 2014; Rhodes, 1961),
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this question allowed the participant to tell their creative story in a holistic way. (During data
analysis, the researcher listened for component parts.)
Questions 10 and 11 connected to external task motivation. After discussing their
individual creative journeys (which included references to teachers, peers, and parents), these
questions targeted components of collaboration—a subcategory of social environment—as well
as personal disposition and affect. To Amabile (1996), both internal and external motivators
contribute to creativity. In business organizations (Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Sternberg, 2012),
external motivators hold great sway. As a researcher, I was interested in how much emphasis or
credit for motivation students give to others in the university realm.
Question 12 echoed a question posed by researchers Forgeard and Kaufman (2016) who
question the creativity bandwagon most universities are currently riding, noting that knowledge
accumulation and critical (not creative) skills comprise the horse before the cart. This question
shed light on how students perceive the university’s role in their creative selves. The answers
spoke to time, place, and experience, assessing the university’s importance to their output
and beliefs.
Question 13 was a philosophical question, a question that could relate to biology and
brain research regarding creativity (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019) or to social psychology
(Amabile, 1996) or to religious beliefs. This question spoke to fundamental perceptions of
creativity. Question 14 was a final question designed to give the participant freedom to offer
personal insights (Patton, 2015), i.e., to create their own ending.
Individual Interview Data Analysis Plan
In qualitative inquiry, data analysis is marked by thick, rich description (Tracy, 2013;
Yin, 2018). Furthermore, analysis is an ongoing activity, with notes and reflections
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accompanying each step of data collection (Merriam, 2016; Yin, 2018). Yin suggests that
researchers start composing their reports during the early stages of research (p. 237), while
collecting data.
Interviews were recorded and transcribed through Zev Speech-to-Text technology and
double-checked through replaying of recordings and rereading the transcriptions for accuracy
and clarity. In the first “playing” with the data (Yin, 2018, p. 167), each individual interview was
analyzed for key words, quotes, and possible themes. In addition, I took notes on overall student
disposition, employing affective coding (repetitive occurrences of emotion and values) as well as
vocal cues, a strategy suggested by Saldana (2016). Member checks were employed (Yin, 2018)
so that interviewees could review their transcripts for accuracy and emendations. For responses to
the question of definition, I typed out the answers verbatim, and placed the answers through the
program WordArt, which visually shows word rankings in color and font size differences. Then,
for student responses to other interview questions, I circled any words or phrases that connected
to definition. As these definitional words wove throughout each transcription, a main theme for
this research developed. In addition, I wrote down paraphrased responses to each interview
question for each interviewee, as well as writing down key quotes from each participant. I
highlighted key sections from each participant. After individual analyses, I made comparisons
among the interviewee responses, for similar or different perceptions, for repeated words or
phrases, and grouped these words into categories which led to emerging themes (Patton, 2015).
Themes were double-checked and then analyzed into main and subthemes. These themes shed
light on the central research question and connected to creativity theory, leading to final research
assertions and limitations (Yin, 2018).
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Document Analysis Data Collection Approach
Documentation is one of the six sources of case study evidence specified by Yin (2018).
For this study, documents consisted of student research abstracts for CURCA, spanning the years
2017–2021, and short student narratives attached to Senior Art Thesis projects for the years 2015
and 2021. CURCA abstracts were collected through the assistance of the university CURCA
advisor, who forwarded the documents to me through email attachments. The faculty advisor for
Senior Art Thesis projects sent me available pamphlets of student work for the years 2015 and
2017 and corresponding narratives for the year 2015 (see Appendix F). For 2021, artifacts and
accompanying narratives could be accessed online. A strength of documentation is its stability,
specificity and breadth, covering a long span of time (Yin, 2018). The documents for student
research and creative activity, as well as the documents of art student narratives, were collected
for any insights and inferences relating to experiences of creativity in higher education.
As an addendum to documentation, a word must be said about student artifacts. Artifacts
can be an important component in overall case study (Yin, 2018). Students who presented
research or artwork at the annual university showcases produced physical artifacts—for example,
a report or graphic design. However, although two CURCA research students and one Senior
Art Thesis student were interviewed for this study, the import of the questioning was on their
overall perceptions and experiences, not on the specific artifacts themselves. These students, in
fact, did not choose to discuss their showcase products but chose to discuss other examples of
their work.
Document Analysis Data Analysis Plan
Student projects from the past five years of CURCA and three years of art shows were
analyzed using Plucker et al.’s (2004) scholarly definition of creativity, a definition closely
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aligned with Amabile’s creativity theory. The data form included six categories: academic
major(s); title/subject of work; type of work; collaboration/interdisciplinary; new and useful;
socio-cultural connections (see Data Form, Appendix G). “New and useful” are descriptive terms
necessary for a product to be considered creative by the scholarly definition. Using these
categories, information from all abstracts and student artwork were entered in the data forms.
According to Yin (2018, p.115), one can make inferences from documents and use these as clues
for further investigation. In this case, documents provided ample evidence for inferences
regarding student creative self-concept, collaboration, and the designation of student projects as
creative. In addition, art student narratives were read for words pertaining to the meaning of
creativity and any information relating to the research questions.
Focus Groups Data Collection Approach
Focus groups add value to qualitative inquiry because they can highlight differing
perspectives concerning a complex phenomenon (Krueger & Casey, 2014; Yin, 2018). The data
collection method of focus groups exemplifies the social construction paradigm (Patton, 2015;
Yin, 2018), where meaning is formed through social and cultural contexts. Because RU is a midsize institution, it was possible that participants in the focus group would know each other; it
was also possible that students would not know each other well. The latter was the case for both
focus groups. The purpose of the focus groups was to confirm, to broaden, or to disagree with
earlier findings from the interview participants.
Each of the focus groups lasting about one hour were recorded, using Zoom technology.
At the start of each focus group, I asked each participant four demographic questions: (1) name
(2) academic major/minor (3) junior or senior status (4) ethnicity. The group questions began
with a question of definition and then moved into questions of experience and perceptions,

98

ending in speculation. These question types are supported by Merriam (2016) and Patton (2015).
(See Appendix E for focus group questions.)
Focus Group Questions
1. How would you define or describe creativity? CRQ
This question addressed the central research question of student perceptions and set the
groundwork and a tentative terminology for further questions.
2. Describe the earliest memory of your own creativity. SQ1
This question explored the creative self, connecting to research which talks about the
effect of culture and belief on later creative behaviors and styles of creativity (Niu, 2019;
Vygotsky, 1978).
3. In what ways does the university encourage, discourage, or influence your creativity?
SQ5 This question sought to reveal how the social and academic environment has
supported (or not) student creative thinking skills and creativity. Most creativity theorists
posit that creativity does not exist in a vacuum but rather emerges from the environment
(Amabile, 1996; Sternberg, 2012). Research supports the idea that a supportive
environment can assist creative output (Akhtar & Kartika, 2019).
4. Thinking about faculty (without naming names), how have professors fostered your own
creativity—for example, in thinking about a topic, through classwork, or an assignment?
SQ4 This question related to social environment as well as creative process, both
components of Amabile’s creativity theory. Amabile (1996) asserts that creativity is
related to both domain and creative thinking skills. In addition, the question related to
students’ creative self-efficacy. Many theorists believe CSE is malleable, capable of
growth (Amabile, 1996; Dweck, 2008; Hass et al., 2016).
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5. Think of when you have been your most “creative self,” and describe what it was like.
SQ3 This question, also asked of interviewees, was asked in a group setting. It shed light
on personal disposition, peer influence, and student perceptions of the university’s role in
their creative selves. Creative beliefs link to creative output (Karwowski et al., 2019).
Research exploring university students’ creative self-identity and beliefs has been sparse
(Hennessey, 2019; Jahnke et al., 2017). This question also tied into research which found
that students felt more creative outside a university setting (Gerhart et al., 2015; Mayhew
et al., 2016; Runco et al., 2017).
6. On a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being the highest, how would you rate your own creativity?
Why? CRQ
This question related to creativity as being perceived as a fixed or dynamic state (Hass et
al., 2016; Karwowski et al., 2019).
7. How has the university prepared you to be a more creative thinker? SQ4
This question specified creative thinking skills, connecting to activities inside and
outside theclassroom. A 21st century goal of universities is to graduate students with
competence in creativity (Barnacle et al., 2018; Thelin, 2018; Supiano, 2020).
Furthermore, a survey of faculty showed that while faculty strongly encouraged
creativity in their students, actual pedagogy in creative thinking skills was minimal or
unacknowledged (Schaap, 2017).
8. Describe your creativity outside the university or university assignments. SQ2
This question pertained to the importance of the university environment in fostering
creativity. A previous research study by Runco et al. (2017) suggested students are more
creative outside rather than within school structures.
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9. How have others influenced your creativity? SQ2,4
Amabile and Pratt (2016) discuss the synergy of internal and external motivations to the
creative process. This question plumbed the factor of motivations and relationships in
either fostering or inhibiting creativity.
10. Why are you creative? SQ1
The rationale for this question was the same as the reasoning for interview question #13.
The question delved into the foundation of beliefs regarding creativity.
11. What advice would you offer the university regarding the encouragement of student
creativity? SQ5
This question related to cultural environment and personal disposition (Amabile, 1996).
Lubart et al. (2019) state that questions concerning social variables and cultural context
assist in understanding conceptions of creativity.
12. How do you expect the university to change or develop in the next few years? SQ5
This question asked participants to speculate, or create a scenario, for the future. In a
knowledge economy with student-centered instruction, creating a system conducive to
creativity becomes a task not only for university administrators but for students as well
.(Papaleontiou-Louca et al., 2014; Selingo, 2018; Wales, 2017).
13. Any other comments?
This final question offered participants the freedom to provide additional personal
insights (Patton, 2015).
Focus Group Data Analysis Plan
Focus group discussions were recorded through Zoom. During the focus groups, I
observed behaviors, took notes as possible, and then wrote reflective comments after the
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recordings. Recordings were transcribed through Zev Speech-to-Text technology. After editing
for repetitive filler words, transcriptions were sent to focus group participants for member
checking (Yin, 2018). Consistent with data analysis for interviews, I wrote out verbatim student
definitions of creativity. Likewise, I circled other words from the transcripts which related to the
literal meaning of creativity. Focus group transcriptions were further analyzed for linguistic
coding (repetition of words/ideas) as suggested by Saldana (2016) as well as analyzed for
affective coding and interactions (Saldana, 2016). According to Saldana, “coding well requires
that you reflect deeply on the meaning of each datum” (p. 41). Students were engaged in their
responses, especially connected to the questions of early memory and recommendations for the
university. Key quotes were highlighted, and possible themes emerged within the focus groups.
The data were analyzed again for how the responses connected to creativity theories, comparing
these theoretical connections to those stated or implied by student interviewees.
Synthesis of Data
Triangulation of data analysis involves comparison of themes, codes, and connections to
theory (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). Key words, quotes, and affective codes were compared across
all data—interviews, documentation, and focus groups. A computer pie chart was generated
with the list of key words from all data sets regarding creativity definition. Other emergent
themes from the interviews were compared to documentation and focus group data. I
synthesized information considering the research questions and Amabile’s creativity theory, then
made final assertions and generalizations (Patton, 2015). A component of case study analysis was
to analyze my own notes of reflection during this process since I was the human instrument in
data collection (Merriam, 2016). After interpreting the data, I reported the inherent shortcomings
in the analysis and explained how my shortcomings may have influenced the findings (Yin,
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2018). By following this process of data analysis, I attended to all the evidence (Yin, 2018),
focusing on a deeper understanding of how creativity is perceived and experienced by students in
higher education, the main research question of this study. Furthermore, I sought peer review
after each analysis stage (Patton, 2015). In this way, questions of content or bias could be raised.
At the completion of data analysis, there was a professional outside review. Employing outside
reviewers contributes to the trustworthiness of qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Trustworthiness
In qualitative research, the term trustworthiness parallels the terms of validity and
reliability used in quantitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). A social constructivist
paradigm calls for ways other than traditional ways of social science to distinguish quality in
qualitative research (Patton, 2015, p. 684). Trustworthiness has four components: credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Credibility
Credibility refers to the accuracy of the data and the belief in the researcher to report and
analyze data honestly and intelligently (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Credibility is important in order to validate the data, to put the “quality” in qualitative research
(Patton, 2015). To gain credibility, I submitted my study proposal to the Institutional Review
Board for approval. In addition, an informed consent letter detailed the purpose and procedures
of my research so that students could choose whether to participate. Coupled with voluntary
participation, I selected socially equitable participants (Yin, 2018). During the study, sufficient
time was spent with each participant, through e-mails and through Zoom; this prolonged
engagement helped to build relationships and add depth to notes and reflections (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).
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Thick, rich description as well as triangulation of data enhanced credibility of findings
(Yin, 2018). Furthermore, member checks (Patton, 2015)—asking participants to review
transcripts or notes—was employed. Reflexivity, being alert to my own subjectivity, was used to
strengthen credibility. Finally, peer debriefing was employed; respected research scholars, in
particular my dissertation chair and dissertation methodologist, reviewed and scrutinized my
work (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2015).
Dependability and Confirmability
Dependability refers to the process of research which needs to be well-documented,
logical and traceable (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). Dependability is important to ensure reliability
of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Good quality recording devices (Zoom technology and Zev
transcription services) were used for interviews and the focus groups. Also, thick, rich
description of data bolstered this aspect of trustworthiness (Creswell & Poth, 2018). An audit
trail of emails plus interview and focus group recording dates could be provided if necessary
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) so that an outside reviewer would be able to trace where, when, how,
and with whom the research occurred. Reflexivity adds to dependability (Patton, 2015; Yin,
2018). Personal comments regarding my research role and delimitations of the study strengthen
dependability. The research process of inquiry has been transparent.
Confirmability refers to the actuality of the data, i.e., proving the data is not fictitious
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Confirmability is important for reliability. Through member checks of
data as well as through a review by two respected outsiders to discern the authenticity of the
research process and data, confirmability was achieved.
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Transferability
Transferability refers to the issue of generalizability—that data in the case study could
have meaning and implications for another case with similar participants and site (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). This component is important for external validity of research (Lincoln & Guba,
1985; Yin, 2018). Transferability was bolstered by rich descriptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018) of
higher education student perceptions and experiences. It is important to point out that
generalizability can be difficult to achieve in case study research with its small number of
participants and attention to specificity (Patton, 2015, p. 22). Even so, the steps explained above
for each component establish trustworthiness of my research data and findings.
Ethical Considerations
This case study was undertaken in an ethical manner, safeguarding the welfare of the
participants and securing research data (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018). The first step was
seeking IRB approval (Yin, 2018) from Liberty University and RU, the research site. An
informed consent letter was distributed to participants for signature, disclosing the purpose and
procedure of the study and the projected time commitment; confidentiality and privacy of
information was confirmed (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018). Participants were able to
review their respective data, whether interview transcripts or focus group transcripts, for further
clarification and comments. Participants will have access to the published dissertation.
During this research, I respected participants’ privacy by not discussing information or
offering any opinions to others about the university (site of research) or others’ comments
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018). A pseudonym was given to each interviewee and focus
group participant (Yin, 2018). It is not expected that this research will negatively influence any
faculty member, student, or the institution, as data usage is for research purposes only (Patton,
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2015). No data was shared with others, except during member checks of focus group
transcriptions, and during peer reviews of the evolving dissertation. Data was kept secure in files
in a file cabinet at home and on computer files, including a back-up file, with secure passwords
(Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). During analysis of data, multiple perspectives were presented, so that
research was not skewed toward any one point of view (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). Through all the
aforementioned actions, this research study can be deemed ethical.
Summary
Qualitative inquiry was an appropriate research method for investigating the
phenomenon of creativity, a term and practice which has been difficult to quantify. Case study
design was appropriate because I selected a purposeful sample of students for this research,
bounded by time and place; furthermore, these research participants have experienced
coursework and extracurricular activities at a higher education institution which promotes
competence in creativity for their undergraduates. Through in-depth data collection—interviews,
documentation, and focus groups—the main research question, “How do students perceive and
experience creativity within a university structure?” was explored. Data was analyzed through
triangulation, key phrases, affective coding, and alignment to creativity theory which then led to
themes and final assertions. Student perceptions and experiences of creativity formed a holistic
view of how creativity operates at a higher education institution. To achieve trustworthiness, the
study included IRB approvals, member checks, peer review, and reflexivity. Ethical practices
were a top priority as I worked to make this instrumental case study worthy of contributing to the
understanding and practice of creativity in U.S. higher education.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
Competence in creativity, with an emphasis on creative thinking skills, has become a
higher education mandate in the past decade, made evident by global education directives and
U.S. university mission statements (Davies et al., 2018; Hallman et al., 2016). Previous research
in higher education creativity has focused mainly on faculty perceptions of the concept or on
specific intervention programs and courses intended to increase student creative thinking skills
(Jahnke et al., 2017; Ruthvin, 2019; Vally et al., 2019). While several quantitative studies have
considered student perceptions and a few studies have employed qualitative measures to assess
student experiences in specific programs, a gap in the literature exists regarding student
perceptions of creativity within the wider university experience. The purpose of this qualitative
case study was to explore student perceptions and experiences of creativity in both curricular and
extracurricular activity. By doing so, practical information emerged for future institutional
decisions, along with a deeper understanding of creativity.
This chapter begins with a description of interview participants followed by an
explanation of documentation participants and a delineation of focus group participants. The
results section includes identification of three major themes and connected subthemes, supported
by appropriate narrative and participant quotations, along with an explication of outlier data.
Research question responses which guided the development of themes are then considered. The
chapter concludes with a final chapter summary addressing the main question of the study, “How
do students perceive and experience creativity within a university setting?”
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Participants
All participants interviewed were either recent graduates, graduating between December
2019 and 2020, or current full-time juniors or seniors of the university. Most participants fit the
traditional age bracket of early 20s. Half of the participants were male and half female. Several
students specified that they identified with the they pronoun. Ethnic representation was primarily
Caucasian, which mirrors the university population; nonetheless, other ethnicities were
represented, contributing to half of the interviewees. Fine arts majors (theater, film, graphic
design, music) represented half of the participants; the other half represented majors in
psychology, biology, economics, sociology, urban studies, childhood studies, and English
literature. A list of participants, their pseudonyms, and demographic data can be seen in Table 1.
Table 1
Participant Demographic Profile
Pseudonym

Gender

Age

Ethnicity
Caucasian

Academic
Level
Recent Grad

Academic
Major
Theater

Hank

Male

24

Brianna

Female

22

Mixed

Recent Grad

Theater

Mason

Male

22

Caucasian

Senior

Theater

Tom

Male

24

Caucasian

Recent Grad

Sociology

Sanjay

Male

21

Indian

Senior

Psychology;
Urban
Studies;
Economics

Jalen

Male

22

African
American

Senior

Film Studies

Cara

Female

23

African
American

Recent Grad

Theater; Film
Studies
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Julie

Female

21

Asian

Senior

Biology

Brian

Male

36

Caucasian

Senior

Economics

Diane

Female

21

Asian

Senior

Biology

Johnny

Male

23

Caucasian

Recent Grad

Music

Roxanne

Female

21

Caucasian

Junior

Theater;
Childhood
Studies

Gary

Male

46

Caucasian

Recent Grad

Psychology;
Theater

Neeta

Female

20

Indian

Junior

Psychology

Genevieve
Female
21
Caucasian
Senior
English
___________________________________________________________________________
Hank
Hank is a recent graduate who began his undergraduate studies as a psychology major
but switched to theater. When he was in second grade, he imagined starting a counseling
business for friends, an idea that emanated from watching TV shows and movies. He is creative
through telling stories and as an administrator, connecting people and ideas. Being involved in
theater has greatly impacted his creative thinking and output. Parents, peers, faculty, and college
staff have been supportive of his creative pursuits. To Hank, creativity is important in order to
stay sane and busy. He could not imagine life without it.
Brianna
Brianna is a recent graduate who switched her major from communications to theater
because her heart was not in the former. She has memories of drawing and dancing in pre-school.
She is creative through writing, collaborating with friends, and connecting to what’s going on
around her. She also can “break down a monologue” and connect it to how she feels. Working as
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a resident assistant fueled her creative thinking. Her mother and older brother as well as faculty
and college peers (they have become family) have motivated and encouraged her creativity.
Brianna always had a big imagination and was encouraged to express herself.
Mason
Mason is a recent graduate who was a political science major considering law school
until he worked backstage with costumes on a university production, and thus changed his major
to theater. An early memory he has is making up a story in the back seat of a car as he listened to
his great aunt and great grandmother complaining in the front seat. He is creative when there is
“an influx of emotion.” Some professors have inspired his creativity, but others have inhibited
his creative thinking. Working on costume design, including the constraints of a budget, has
continued to foster his creativity and output. Mason has a different way of viewing things and
likes that creativity adds a challenge throughout life.
Tom
Tom, a recent graduate, was a transfer student majoring in English who switched to
sociology because he found the topic “really interesting.” His earliest memory of creativity is
playing a black widow spider in his kindergarten play. Tom traveled with a music education
program to several foreign countries, as a performer and educator. In addition to singing and
dancing, visual creativity is a strength. He believes sociology research is also a creative
enterprise. Friends and most professors contributed to his creativity. However, his own
perfectionist ways can stifle his creative output. Tom has always been creative and finds that life
is more enjoyable if you “go outside the lines a little bit and do things your own way.”
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Sanjay
Sanjay began college as a psychology major and then added majors in urban studies and
economics by his senior year. As a young boy, he never thought he was creative, because he
equated creativity with art, but in high school he took a programming course which involved
“thinking outside the box,” thus providing his first awareness of his own creativity. Sanjay
believes he is creative by coming up with new ideas and implementing them. As a junior, he
planned and organized a college sleepover event to raise awareness about the homeless. Sanjay
values experiential learning and conversation, not just faculty-to-student but also student-tostudent, because “creative thinking is enhanced by thinking in different directions.” All his
experiences in civic engagement have sparked his creativity. Whether faculty, peers, parents,
siblings, or employers, all have been instrumental in his creative development. Creativity is
foundational to learning, leadership, and empathy.
Jalen
Jalen is a senior, majoring in film studies. As a member of the AV club during high
school, he realized that he enjoyed filming and was good at it. As a young boy, he used to joke
with his cousins, competing for who could come up with the best joke, an expression of his
creativity. His creative skill lies in being a good leader: “I can lead people to the truth; I try to
help them realize situations.” Jalen is learning every day and becoming a more creative person
each day. Peers and parents have motivated his creativity, the former by modeling
accomplishments and the latter by their belief in his abilities. He, in turn, wants to be an
inspiration for his younger siblings. Jalen believes he is creative today because he was allowed to
pursue his “creativeness.”
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Cara
A recent graduate, Cara began her undergraduate studies with an intention to become a
dentist, majoring in biology. During her freshman year, she found science to be “really hard” and
suffered a mental breakdown. However, when she worked as a stagehand for theater, she “fell in
love with it,” subsequently graduating as a theater and film major. Her earliest memory of
creativity dates to age five or six when she would make little comic books, telling stories in
character bubbles. Cara has a passion for creating. Creative inspiration does not emanate from
faculty members, but from the overall process of making something, by observing and exploring
different options. She is creative because her parents are creative, and she has been supported by
friends and professors as well as family.
Julie
Julie is a senior biology major, with a chemistry minor. Her parents chose her major,
wanting her to be a pharmacist. Julie says “there’s a bit of creativity” in formulating a scientific
hypothesis, designing experiments, and presenting results. As a young girl, about five years old,
she remembers writing a story about Tinkerbell. She continues to write stories today and cites a
creative writing class as “the highlight of my entire college career.” While doing field work for a
biology course one summer, Julie began writing a science fiction novella as a birthday gift for a
friend. As leader of an extracurricular club, she needed to utilize creative thinking. However,
neither college faculty (except one) nor peers contributed to her creativity, nor did siblings or
parents, who tend to be more practical. In her experience, most biology majors do not appreciate
the arts. Julie has a lot of thoughts and wants to write them down.

112

Brian
Brian is a senior economics major who returned to college at age 36 on the GI bill. His
earliest memory of creativity comes from age four or five: drawing figures and playing with
Legos. Brian is still passionate about building; he likes to take things apart and then put them
together, creating something new. He is hesitant to describe himself as creative, even though he
is an avid woodworker. His confidence and wisdom have increased, positively affecting his
creativity, which declined during his teen years. As an older student with a wife and daughter,
Brian does not participate in university extracurricular programs. However, as a council member
in his hometown, he recognizes that solving local problems requires creative thinking. His
relationships with professors and family have encouraged his own creativity, which was fostered
in childhood when his mother allowed him to play and acknowledged his projects. Brian believes
that his many years of life experience have positively impacted his creativity. He now allows
himself to be creative for himself and his daughter.
Diane
Diane is a senior biology major, with minors in both chemistry and business
administration. She has always had a passion for science. Diane remembers dancing in a
preschool performance and still likes to sing and to write songs and poems. She believes there
are many ways to be creative, which show up in day-to-day life. “As long as I’m willing to learn
and to grow, my experiences will only enhance my creativity.” As a member of student
government and a student medical group, Diane and others often brainstorm ideas, thinking
about different ways to help students. As a daughter of immigrants, her parents focused on
working hard and earning money, not that much on her creativity, but others—peers, friends,
boss, boyfriend—have contributed to her creative growth. A perfectionist, she sometimes limits
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her creativity. Life would be too boring without creativity, and there would be no progress.
Creativity is fundamental. “The human race probably wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for creativity,
right?”
Johnny
A recent graduate who majored in music, Johnny has always wanted to entertain others.
Music is always on his mind. However, his earliest memory of creativity involves drawing; he
liked to doodle during elementary school, and still does doodle while listening to others. Johnny
is creative by “going about things differently, thinking out of the box, exploring new options and
coming up with new ideas.” He is often creative at bedtime. He will jot down ideas or notes or
play random “stuff” on various instruments. Being in the campus center, gym, or hanging out
with musicians in the practice rooms spurs his own creativity: “Dang, I’ve really been slacking. I
need to get back out there.” Johnny also cites his grandparents and uncle for motivating his work.
Being creative is essential to who Johnny is. He likes to keep things interesting and always needs
something to change or to learn a new thing.
Roxanne
Roxanne is a junior, majoring in theater and childhood studies. She has been involved in
theater since the age of seven, when her mother enrolled her sisters and her in a summer theater
program. Her earliest memory of creativity is at age four, playing left-handed school. She also
remembers gathering leaves and taping them to books, playing lots of games, and making videos
with her sisters. Roxanne plays the guitar and piano and writes songs. She believes she is her
most creative self when she is “sad and heartbroken,” writing music for therapeutic reasons. At
the university, she has been involved in both acting and directing. Faculty in both theater and
childhood studies are open-minded and progressive, and she was surprised at the creative option
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in an English composition course. All relationships stimulate her creativity. When young,
Roxanne had people who fostered her creativity and now it is up to her to continue fostering that
in herself. She is creative because “I need to be.”
Gary
Gary is a nontraditional student, a recent graduate in his late 40s who majored in theater
and psychology. Originally, he switched from communications to psychology, but then took an
Acting I class as an elective, loved it, and decided to double major. As a young boy, his
creativity was stifled at home and at school. His earliest memory of creativity awareness comes
from his early teens when he worked on a boardwalk during the summer, entertaining children as
they waited for rides. Gary is creative by “the way I see things.” He has experienced being “in
the zone,” which has happened on stage as well as in the middle of a sales pitch and working
crowd control at concerts. Particular courses, faculty, staff, and peers have stimulated his
creativity, as has his family inadvertently because their doubt in his abilities motivated him.
University programs afforded him the opportunity to step outside his comfort zone to speak to
others about making good choices. Although he was never able to really be himself when he was
young, he believes he is becoming his creative self. He is creative because he was born this way.
Neeta
A junior psychology major, Neeta has minors in digital studies and human resources
management. At the age of five or six, she won a coloring contest. Later, she started a card
business from home and made family travel videos. She loves doing all kinds of graphic things,
and feels creative through digital art. Although she also dances, she says, “I don’t feel like I have
any natural abilities or anything.” Specific professors have inspired her creativity, but some
classes have inhibited her creativity. Extracurricular activities have had a huge role in fostering
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her creative growth. “I’m vice-president of one of the clubs on campus. I was able to express my
creativity to my group and that has been a constant throughout.” Faculty and peers have pushed
her and supported her, allowing her to continue to be creative.
Genevieve
Genevieve, a senior English major, has always liked, and been good at, reading and
writing. Her earliest memory of creativity involves helping her grandparents with ideas for crafts
and flannel board storytelling for Sunday school. She expresses her creativity by telling stories to
children, writing, and through organizing her work. When Genevieve is “in a flow, doing
something outside of what you’re supposed to do,” she experiences her most creative self.
Faculty have inspired her creative thinking, although some courses have exacerbated her
creativity, particularly one course because “it was so hard.” As a member of Civic Scholars, she
participated in collaborative service projects which she felt were creative. Genevieve believes all
her relationships, both inside and outside of the university, have influenced her creativity. To
her, “the university helped what was already there.”
Senior Art Thesis Students/CURCA students
Senior Art Thesis students were not interviewed. However, documentation for two years
of thesis shows, 2015 and 2021, included students’ personal statements about their work.
Although age or ethnicity were not necessarily included in their narratives, the type of art they
displayed at the end of the academic year was listed. Figure 1 shows the types of artwork
students presented at the shows including the year 2017, whose accompanying booklet did not
include narratives.
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Figure 1
Types and Amount of Artwork for Senior Thesis Shows
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Note. The category of Intermedia & Electronic Arts was introduced in 2021.
The 204 abstracts from student work displayed at the university’s annual Celebration of
Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity (CURCA) did not explicitly mention student
perceptions or experiences of creativity. Nonetheless, the abstracts provided ample evidence to
support key themes. The number of students participating in CURCA can be seen in Table 2.
Table 2
Number of Students Participating in CURCA for Years 2016–2020
Number of
Students by
Major
Arts &
Humanities
Math &
Sciences
Business

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

40

29

29

27

46

23

27

28

19

41

1

2

117

Total =
312

63

57

57

48

87

Note. The number of students is higher than the number of abstracts due to collaborative
projects.
Focus Groups
The two focus groups, together comprising 11 participants, included both males and
females, international students, non-traditional students, juniors and seniors, and a variety of
academic majors. The demographic profile for focus group participants can be seen in Table 3.
(To be clear, Participants 1–5 comprised one focus group; Participants 6–11, the other.)
Table 3
Demographic Profile of Focus Group
Focus Group

Gender

Age

Ethnicity

Academic
Level
Junior

Participant 1

Male

21

Caucasian

Participant 2
Participant 3

Male
Female

22
34

Senior
Senior

Participant 4
Participant 5

Female
Male

24
22

Participant 6
Participant 7

Male
Female

31
26

Participant 8

Female

26

Latinx
Middle
Eastern
African
Middle
Eastern
Caucasian
Caucasian
and Native
American
Hispanic

Participant 9 Female
Participant 10 Male

43
21

Junior
Senior

Participant 11 Female

22

Hispanic
African
American
Indian

Junior
Senior
Senior
Junior

Senior

Senior

Academic
Major
Math,
Finance
Nursing
Applied
Mathematics
Biology
Computer
Science
Theater
Liberal Arts

Art and Art
Therapy
Animation
English
Nursing and
Music
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Results
The following section contains the results of data analysis assessing student perceptions
and experiences of creativity within a university setting. In addition to individual interviews, data
was also collected through documentation and a focus group. In order to clarify student
responses from three sets of data, interviewee quotations are identified with pseudonyms;
quotations from senior art student narratives are identified by initials; and focus group
participants are identified using numbers, Participant 1 through Participant 11. From the
triangulated data, three main themes emerged, with several subthemes: (1) difficulty in defining
creativity; (2) creative self-concept (with subthemes: early awareness, creative affect, and
parents); and (3) importance of university culture (with subthemes: faculty, peers, and
programs).
Theme 1: Difficulty in Defining Creativity
When asked to define creativity, research participants gave varying responses. No two
answers were the same. Participants often paused before answering the question, as if stumped.
One interviewee (Gary) opined, “It’s like trying to put lightning in a bottle.” However, three
clear categories emerged regarding student definitions of creativity: self-expression, the ability to
think, and the ability to make something. These categories overlapped. Among the interviewees,
seven of the 15 participants included “self-expression” or “expressing yourself” as the literal gist
of the term. In her interview, Roxanne explained, “Creativity is expressing yourself, completely
personal to every single individual.” Eight of the interviewees used or implied the word ability to
define the term, as in “the ability to think outside the box” (Sanjay), “the ability to find different
solutions to something” (Mason) or “putting your mind to ideas” (Genevieve). Self-expression
and cognitive ability overlapped in four of the interview responses. For example, Diane
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commented, “It’s freedom of self-expression, and the ability to make your imagination and
thoughts come to life.” Four interviewees emphasized the ability to make something in their
definitions of creativity. Neeta stated, “It is what one can make using the tools given.” Jalen said,
“Creativity is the ability to express your ideas the best to make something.” Attached to these
basic definitions, interviewees repeated the words new, different, imagination, and free. Figure 2
displays a WordArt graphic generated to illustrate interviewee definitions of creativity, showing
that the dominant category was ability.
Figure 2
WordArt Graphic of Interviewee Definitions of Creativity

In reviewing senior art student narratives, the categories of ability and self-expression
likewise emerged as tethered to the description of creativity, with 25 out of 52 students implying
the phrase self-expression, 13 students referring to the ability to think and 29 students referring to
the ability to make. In addition, the data for art students frequently included the words different,
imagination, and multiple connections, similar to the interviewee data. For example, in his
narrative, T. S. stated, “My work is important to me because it allows me to fully convey my
feelings and imagination.” R. M. wrote, “I tried to exhibit my personal favorites in the pieces I
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created.” The concept of multiple connections was evident when M. M. wrote, “My work
involves the combination of conceptual thinking with specific themes or hobbies, such as sports”
and R. D. commented, “I now aim to reference my culture in the art I create while exploring
other cultures and aesthetics for inspiration.”
From the focus group, six participants defined creativity as self-expression, three
mentioned problem-solving and the ability to think, and Participant 8 said, “Creativity for me is
to make something.” Participant 5 tied creativity to an action: “exploring new things.” The
concepts of imagination and multiple connections, as in “Creativity is imagination, ideas that you
bring together” (Participant 4) also surfaced in focus group responses. Figure 3 illustrates the
relationship of repeated words used in student definitions of creativity after the data was
synthesized.
Figure 3
Pie Chart of Repeated Phrases in Student Definitions of Creativity
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To assess student work for five years of CURCA abstracts and three years of Senior Art
Thesis Shows, Plucker et al.’s (2004) scholarly definition of creativity (which closely aligns with

121

Amabile’s theory) was employed: “the interaction among aptitude, process, and the environment
by which an individual or group produces a perceptible product that is both novel and useful as
defined within a social context.” However, applying the scholarly definition to student work was
difficult. Many research projects emanating from the sciences seemed to be useful but not
necessarily new. Art projects seemed new, but not necessarily useful. It was unclear if the social
context was meant to be the university at large or the various departments, and no indication
given whether a variety of university faculty or just departmental faculty would define student
products as novel and useful. Table 4 shows a sample page from the CURCA data forms to
illustrate the point.
Table 4
Sample Analysis Page of CURCA Abstracts
Celebration of Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity / Senior Art Showcase
Data Form
Date: 2018
Academic Major(s)

Title/Subject of Work

Type of Work

11. Biology/Chemistry

Trait variations in ecological
communities
Point-in-time survey to
better address homeless
needs
Gene development and
asexual spores in fungi
Perceptions of criminals

Observation and research

Photography & Aesthetics

Experiment and portrait work

12. Urban Studies

13. Biology
14. Criminal Justice,
Psychology, & Spanish
15. Art

Research and survey

Experiment
Experiment/survey: Connecting
headlines to mugshots
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Evidence: Process/Product
Collaboration/ Interdisciplinary

New/Useful/Unique

Socio-Cultural Connections

11. 1 student, 1 faculty mentor

How organism’s traits respond to
varying environmental conditions
(useful)
Addition to P-I-T survey and
recommend. for improving
homeless shelters (useful)
Prevention of disease in humans
and plants (useful)
Criminal justice & psych students
more biased than general public
(useful, new?)
How different age groups
perceive portraits based on art
materials and presentation (new,
unique, useful?)

Environmental Changes

12. 2 students, 1 faculty

13. 1 student, 1 faculty
14. 1 student, 1 faculty

15. 1 student, 1 faculty

Homelessness and Housing
Policy
Fungal Diseases/Health
Criminal Justice Training

Age and Gender Studies

Note. More samples suggesting the difficulty in assessing a product as being creative
can be seen in Appendix H.
Overall, the data revealed a disconnect between student definitions and scholarly
definitions. In student definitions, the idea of usefulness was not included, nor was a mention of
social context. In the scholarly definition, self-expression and the ability to think differently are
tacit ideas. The complexity of scholarly definition made the application to student work
problematic, raising questions rather than providing specific parameters for assessment. It can
be inferred that undergraduate research, although recognized for creative activity, was not
evaluated for creativity. The difficulty in defining creativity and working with extant definitions
suggests an issue for future university discourse.
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Theme 2: Creative Self-Concept
Students equated creativity with their core identity, with almost all interviewees and
focus group members, as well as art students, expressing the importance of creativity to who they
are as individuals. When asked why they were creative, Tom remarked, “I’ve always been that
way. It makes life more enjoyable.” Gary said, “I was born this way. As a young boy, my
creativity was stifled at home and at school. I was never able to really be me.” Brianna said, “It’s
where I started. I always had a big imagination. I always had a love of drawing. I like to connect
with other people, and I like to connect with myself.” Roxanne exclaimed, “I need to be. I need
to express myself.” Johnny replied, “I am me. I don’t know. I like to keep things interesting. I
always need something to change or spark my interest, learning a new thing.” Diane said,
“Because life would be too boring if you didn’t step outside the current situation you’re in. With
no creativity there’s no progress, there’s just nothing . . . It is fundamental.” Hank said, ‘It’s
important for me to stay sane and busy. I couldn’t imagine life without creativity.” Participant 9
replied, “I’ve always loved arts and crafts. My creativity was there all along, I just didn’t use my
abilities until later.” Participant 8 expressed, “I’m one of a kind and we all are. Part of it [my
creativity] is how I dress. I wear what I like to wear. It has nothing to do with style trends. This is
me.”
Senior art students identified themselves as artists. In descriptions of themselves and their
work, they used the word create in 45 of the 52 narratives. Even if the word was not used, the
student was describing work they were creating. These art students identified themselves as
being creative individuals. N. H. wrote, “I’m addicted to telling stories . . . That is something I
strive to do with my art for the rest of my life . . . I want to create a universe no one has before.”
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K. R. wrote, “I am a passionate person that is influenced by expressive designs, color, and art. I
focus on color, symbolism, and creating visual content that communicates the message.”
Creative self-concept connected to culture of origin in several responses. S. H., a painter,
wrote, “We are all influenced by cultural heritage and the media . . . The idea of identity [for my
artwork] first derived from veils, the physical coverings that women wear in my Egyptian
ancestry.” E. A. stated, “My background and identity as Latinx has guided my interests in
design.” Participant 11 took inspiration from Indian music for her musical compositions. Twelve
other art seniors named culture of origin or culture of identity as influencing their creative
output. For example, four women artists made animation designs to support a feminist culture,
and two digital artists desired to highlight their LGBTQ identity.
Aligned to the perception of themselves as creative, students also revealed awareness of
how they are creative. Nine interviewees affirmed they were creative either by telling stories,
singing, dancing, writing, playing guitar and piano, making digital art or woodworking, or doing
several of these things. Cara, a film and theater major, stated, “I’m very artistic. I’m always
having to make something, always trying to do something, always having to improve on myself.”
Nine interviewees said they were creative by how they thought or viewed things. Gary said, “It’s
the way I see things.” Mason explained, “My mind moves a little faster than my mouth does.”
Diane said, “I have more going on in my head than I’m able to express, so many different things
filling my head.” Brian, an “avid woodworker,” also mentioned he was able to analyze structures
from “outside to underneath” but wasn’t sure that was creative. Jalen said he was creative by
being a good leader, an idea implied in both Brianna’s and Sanjay’s responses as well.
In addition, creative self-concept was connected to purpose, often life purpose, for many
students. Interviewees discussed specific projects which affected others, but several talked in
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more general terms of purpose. Johnny, a music major, said, “I’ve always strived to be an
entertainer in my life. Music is always prevalent in my mind. I just like to make people feel
something. I like putting a smile on people’s faces.” Cara, a film major, said, “I remember seeing
things [in Alaska] that I personally found beautiful that I wanted to make sure that I could
capture in the best way possible so that I could show other people how beautiful this place and
the things that I was seeing was. It’s one of those videos I would love to do in a perfect world.”
Diane remarked, “I am creative because it generates new ideas that could potentially be very
helpful.”
Art student narratives often included a purpose or goal for their projects, as if the
students’ words were, in effect, answering a direct question for the printed narrative. N. D.
wrote, “I believe my purpose is to help others and inspire those that wish to assist others in need
. . . I use my identity as an African American male to try to make a different voice. I want to
make content that inspires a difference.” N. H. wrote, “I knew I had to tell a story dedicated to
the LGBTQ community. I hope I can make people excited and feel like they’re represented.” K.
R. responded, “I have always wanted to make others happy and feel joy. I want to at least
entertain as many people as I can.”
Focus group participants also discussed creativity as a type of mission statement.
Participant 9 said she was creative in order “to bring joy to others. I want to create fun and
excitement for children. I love to see their light.” Participant 2 stated, “I’m creative to put
something out there into the world and kind of just shoot your shot . . . to show others who we
really are.” Participants 1, 3, and 4 stated they must be creative in order to survive, in order to
succeed. “It’s so much easier to just not be creative but to succeed in life you have to be
creative” (Participant 1).
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Six students discussed recent projects in response to the query of when they have
experienced their most creative self. Hank and Brianna described theater productions they wrote,
directed, and performed in; Julie described writing a novella for a friend’s birthday gift one
summer while on a science internship with the university; Sanjay described a sleepover event
which required creative problem solving and interaction with administration, staff, and students;
Neeta talked about a multicultural event at the university where she choreographed dance
numbers, chose costumes, selected songs, and helped to direct. Cara discussed a year of activity,
when she directed a show, stage managed another show, and worked on three video projects. The
commonality among these projects seemed threefold:
1. Students were passionate and engaged about what they were doing.
2. Students were busy, doing multiple things.
3. The projects involved others.
Four of the projects connected to the student’s major, and two did not. Other interviewees
responded to the question in general terms of time. For example, Johnny responded, “Right
before I go to bed all these ideas come.” Jalen said, “I would have to say today because I’m
learning every day.” Brian said, “I don’t know that I could nail down a time,” and Diane said,
“Now, and I think I’ll keep going.” Others mentioned emotions of sadness or bliss (see Creative
Affect) when responding to the question of when they experienced their most creative self.
Finally, interviewees and focus group participants were asked to assess their creativity on
a scale of 1 to 10, 10 meaning extremely creative. The average score was a 7, with three
students—two with theater backgrounds and one math major—assessing themselves with a 9. A
psychology major gave himself a 4, saying there was a lot of room to grow. Several students
gave themselves a range, 4–8, 6–8, 7–8, explaining it depended on the day. Overall, university
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students were aware of their own creativity and the importance it plays in their lives. More than
half of students perceived their own creativity as a dynamic, rather than a static, phenomenon.
Furthermore, students were able to describe a “creative” event from an early age in their lives,
one memory going back to age 3 (imaginative play, Participant 8), which affected their belief in
their own creativity.
Early Awareness
Students became aware of their own creativity at a young age when asked to recall their
earliest memory of personal creativity. Seven interviewees recalled an event when they were
between the ages of 4 and 6; six recalled an event when they were 7 or 8 years old; and two
students recalled their first awareness of creativity as teenagers. At the youngest level, the
interviewees’ recognition of creativity included artistic activities: drawing, performing, and
making things. Cara explained,
Earliest memory. I’ve always been an artist. I always drew sketches and stuff like that. I
would always get compliments. I used to take printer paper and I would fold it and make
these little books, like comic books. I was really young, like 5 or 6. I would make these
little stories and I would have bubbles and comics and stuff like that. Terrible. Stories
were bad, and the drawings weren’t great, but that is my first memory.
Neeta remembered a coloring contest:
When I was about 5 or 6, we went to one of the stores, I forget if it was Target or
Walmart or something. And they had a little contest at the front door. You picked up a
big SpongeBob and Patrick painting. And my mom was like, “Oh, why don’t you enter
the contest?” The contest, if you won, you got a whole box of school supplies. I thought
to myself, there’s no way I’m going to win. I saw so many people picking up the paper at
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the end. So, I went home, I colored it in, I put glitter glue all over it, I did everything I
could to make it look cute. And I ended up winning the contest. After that, I thought to
myself, “Maybe I have more art skills than I thought.” From that point on, I decided to
keep going and doing different things. I started a card making business, and I make all of
my family’s videos when we go on trips.
Along with several other interviewees, Tom responded with a memory of performance.
In elementary school, each grade had a different theme of what we would learn about.
So, kindergarten was spiders, first grade was the desert. At the end of the school year, we
would write a play about what we had learned. I played the black widow spider in our
kindergarten play. That sticks out to me as very formative because I went on to do theater
and that was my first exposure to that.
Brian described working with Legos as his first awareness of the belief in his own creativity.
I would say drawing and Legos. I was 4, 5. I think Legos was probably the beginning,
and I’m still passionate about it and I still attribute a lot to that, creating something from
. . . you know, you get the Legos, it had its instructions, you’d build whatever it was and
then take it apart, and then from then on you had all these new pieces to create whatever
you wanted.
The memories of the participants between the ages of 7 to 8 included artistic activities but also
included other activities. For example, Hank recalled an imaginary business venture.
So, the first thing that pops up in my mind actually was around elementary school in
second grade. I used to do this thing with people that it would be like friend therapy, like
friend counseling or whatever. And this is second grade, so I was probably 7 or 8. And
thinking I’m such an expert because I’ve watched like a couple movies or TV shows and
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whatever. It was always like, “Wow, I’d be so good at this.” So, I think just having that
imaginary business and lifestyle and counseling people. That is my earliest memory
affecting my belief in my own creativity.
Two interviewees grappled with their creativity awareness, alighting on events from their
teenage years which affirmed their creative-self beliefs. Sanjay recalled,
Earliest memory where I thought I was creative. I don’t have a good answer for that, to
be honest. I don’t think I ever did think I was creative because a lot of times when I was
younger, I thought creativity meant art and that sort of sphere of things. And I’m not
good at art. But once I grew older, I started to develop this thinking space, that creativity
can be done in many different kinds of ways. So somewhere around high school where I
was doing a programming course.
Gary also reflected on his experience as a teenager.
I know I’ve been creative through my life, and I know I’ve also doubted my own ability
to be creative. But I think when I started believing I have the ability to be creative, which
I don’t think I realized was creativity at the time, would be probably 13 or 14 years old,
when I was working on the boardwalk on the rides. The way I entertained children that
would come up to me for tickets on the rollercoasters, forcing high fives, and creating an
atmosphere of energy and happiness and joy.
Art student narratives did not directly address the question of an early memory of
personal creativity. Nonetheless, six students commented on their self-awareness. K. R.’s
biographical statement said, “From an early age, she has always been interested in the arts, either
drawing or painting.” M. D.’s statement included “As a kid he spent a lot of time doing stop

130

motion shorts with Transformer figures.” T. R.’s statement said, “From a young age, she knew
she loved creating.”
Although not quite the same as the awareness of their own creativity, students wrote
about their early influences and interest in art. Out of 52 narratives, 17 students recalled
influences on their current work from experiences when very young, especially student
animation artists who remembered watching Pixar movies, Japanese Anime, Pokémon, and
Jurassic Park. R. M. wrote, “The movie Jurassic Park inspired me so much as a child. Seeing
those majestic creatures in front of me come to life on the big screen changed my life.” N. S.
wrote, “As a child I grew up glued to the television watching shows like Adventure Time,
Samurai Jack and Teen Titans.”
Focus group individuals also remembered the beginnings of their creativity before
reaching adulthood. Five participants remembered an event from the ages between 4 and 6 and
four participants remembered an event from the ages 10–12 years. Participant 4’s memory came
from the age of 14. Participant 11 could not recall a concrete memory. Like the recalled events of
interviewees, memories from the young years had to do with making, doing, and imagining
something. Participant 2 talked about his first-grade art class. “Our teacher gave us an
assignment, using our creative mindsets to build something from the ground. We used clay to
build teacups and then she would put it in some type of machine, and it would solid up and
everything.” Participant 10 remembered a fashion show. “I was like 5 or 6 at the time and I
wanted to put on a fashion show. I got a bunch of clothes that I wore, and I made my siblings get
all their clothes and I put on a fashion show in front of my parents.” Participant 7 said,
I started creating stories right when I was able to speak. I’m still in love with unicorns to
this day, but I remember being little and I named my unicorn Rainbow Sparkly Spark,
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and I would make my brothers and my mom run around in the backyard pretending that
we were all unicorns. I think I was probably 4 or 5 because I remember doing this at my
old house, my first house, and we moved out of that house when I was 5.
Events of the participants when they were older than age 8 included problem solving in school,
in addition to drawing, playing video games, and cooking a new dish. Participant 1 remarked,
My first memory of being creative would probably be more something to do with like
problem solving. I think in second grade was the first time I was really given any kind of
classwork where we had an open-ended question. And for me that was kind of interesting
when I was like, how old are you in second grade, 8, 9 years old? So, trying to wrap my
8- or 9-year-old brain around something that didn’t have a set-in-stone answer. It wasn’t
just blatantly obvious what the answer was. I’ve never been I guess you could say a
creative person in the classic sense, with making things, but I definitely wouldn’t call
myself bland and boring. It’s not like I’m walking down some straight path.
Overall, the findings show that early memories of creativity, from the age of 8 and
younger, focus on making and doing, specifically activities that are connected to the arts—
dancing, singing, drawing, making stories, performing. This was true whether the student was a
fine arts major or not. Only one fine arts major recalled a non-artistic activity (imagining starting
a business) at a young age. From the age of 9 and older, three students remembered something
they had made or performed and four students recalled a problem solving event as their first
memory of being creative. These four students identified as math or science majors. Early
memories of creativity were connected to family and/or school, with one exception, a teenage
memory of entertaining children on the boardwalk.
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Creative Affect
The experience of creativity, whether students perceived the construct as action or
cognition, was strongly connected to emotion. In recalling the earliest memory of their own
creativity, most students altered their vocal energy during the interview or focus group session.
From the interviewees and focus group, 20 out of 26 participants either smiled or laughed and
changed their vocal modulation when remembering an event from youth.
In describing their creative processes at the university, students employed a variety of
emotional terminology, yet the prototype described by all interviewees had three stages: The
creative process began with a feeling of excitement and energy and ended with satisfaction,
pride, and happiness. The second stage included many negative emotions as well as positive
ones. Diane summed up the process this way:
It really was a rollercoaster ride of emotions because at the end we were very proud of
the product, and we can look back and say all of the hard work and all of the lows that we
had really paid off. I think that’s really normal when it comes to the creative process. It
starts off, oh my God, I’m really excited to do this. Then you actually pick up the pencil
and you’re like, I’m stuck. I don’t know what to do. Then you hit your deepest low and
then you spark up an idea and pick it up again. You run with it, then it’s like I really have
to get this done, I have to do a lot of work. So, it plateaus. Whereas in the end, you look
back, it’s another high and you find that everything pays off.
The following graphic, Figure 4, illustrates the creative process, using student descriptors.
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Figure 4
Graphic of Student Prototype of the Creative Process
Excitement, Energy

Fun

Pleasure

Satisfaction, Pride, Joy

Confusion, Anxiety, Nervousness,
Stress, Exasperation, Worry, Depression, Exhaustion

Johnny, a music major, after describing his participation in a theater production, added,
“And sadness, because I don’t know if I’ll ever see these people again.” Brianna, a fine arts
major, in describing the end of her senior thesis production, said, “Some anxiety, too. Ok, that’s
over. What’s next?” Gary described “being in the zone, that blissful place where time is lost”
which occurred to him twice on stage and during the middle of a sales pitch, “where I’m just
killing it, boom, boom, boom, boom.” In addition, when interviewees collaborated on creative
projects, nine deemed collaboration as fun but also stressful, four thought working with others
was just stressful. Two others stated they did not like to collaborate.
In contrast, when senior art students mentioned collaboration, they viewed working with
others in a positive light. Five students specifically referred to the joy of collaboration. O. S.
wrote, “This year really solidified my confidence in my dream career choice as being part of a
production team, as I enjoyed working very closely with friends and peers.” K. R. stated, “I
thoroughly enjoy the whole process of working with others.” In the focus group, four students
mentioned the fun of working and learning from others.
Emotion often initiated the creative process. Two interviewees stated that their passion
motivated their projects. Roxanne wrote songs for therapeutic reasons, when “I’m sad and
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heartbroken.” Mason stated, “I’m my most creative self when I’m with an influx of emotion, like
anxiety and being upset. Creativity helps me deal with emotion.” Three senior art students talked
about passion motivating their work, three others said their artwork was a means to escape from
everyday reality and two mentioned that creativity was linked to dealing with ongoing feelings:
My main reason to create artwork is to solve my problems. If I do not understand what I
am thinking, wondering about, or dwelling on, I will make artwork to visualize it. I’ve
found that people then connect with the emotions and thoughts that confuse me, and that
at least makes me feel sane (S. D.).
I.D., an Intermedia and Electronic Arts major, wrote, “With this work, I want to depict my
feelings about the one-year anniversary of COVID-19, the pandemic plaguing our world.”
For Participants 3, 4, and 7 in the focus group, creative thinking developed because they
were fighting for survival. As international students who came to the U.S. from war-torn
countries with few educational resources, Participants 3 and 4 said the stress of poverty forced
them to think of creative ways to survive.
Finally, in the theme of affect, most students connected their creative products to the
desire to affect other people’s emotions and/or lives. From the interviewees, 14 out of 15
students related their creativity to helping or influencing others. Sanjay’s civic project, a campus
sleepover event, was purposely organized to make others aware of the physical and emotional
effects of homelessness.
If you can tell, I’m passionate about this event . . . I wanted to model it in terms of what
it’s like to live out on the streets. Of course, it’s not the same. But at one point in the
middle of the night, we had police siren sounds, and told students to move along. We also
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had a bunch of cardboard for them. The morning after, there was a morning reflection.
The event was a success and we raised $6,000 for the local shelter.
Jalen and Johnny expressed the desire to entertain others and make them laugh; Cara wanted
others to experience beauty through her film work; Hank conducted a post-show discussion
about gun violence.
It was a very emotional experience [working on the play about a mass shooter]. I got a
full cast together to read all the parts and then have a discussion with everyone afterward.
And after the performances, we had discussions. The play created a discussion. It’s a very
powerful and emotional piece.
Out of 52 senior artists, 31 connected their work to inspiring others, entertaining others,
conveying a message, or hoping others would emotionally relate to their art. S. K. wrote, “I want
people to have a moment of relief from the harsh reality of everyday when they see my work and
escape the hardships of their lives.” C. V. wrote, “I aim to create pieces that reach an audience on
the most hidden levels of the human mind. I’m interested in raising awareness to issues that
everyone deals with, but most are afraid to bring attention to.” N. D. commented, “My purpose is
to help others and inspire those that wish to assist others in need.”
From the focus group, five students overtly connected their creativity to others.
Participant 7 said, “I just want to be able to let people know, ‘Hey, I’ve gone through this. I feel
this, too.’” Participant 9 wanted to being joy into people’s lives because, “this world is just so
dark.” Creative affect was both a catalyst and culmination of student work.
Parents
In a related finding, 11 interviewees, two art students and two focus group members
mentioned parents as contributors to creativity by their support and encouragement, especially at
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a young age. Brianna commented, “My mom, especially, every dance recital, she was there.
Sometimes I would even see her coming in, running late, and sitting down. So, she’s there. I just
think having that support and just knowing it’s ok to be creative.” Jalen said, “My dad would sit
there and listen to me talk about anything in the world. I was encouraged to be creative.” N. D.’s
father challenged him with the question, “Why create something if it isn’t for a good cause?” C.
L. was motivated by her grandmother to “Make the best work she can produce.”
Five students noted that their parents did not contribute to their creativity or did so in an
inverse way. Gary mentioned he was creative today despite his parents, to show them that he
could be creative. Mason said, “I feel like my father impacted me. He was always more of a
child at heart than the strict parent. I think giving me more freedom when I was younger
definitely helped with the way I view things now.” Johnny mentioned his parents just let him be
but did not really support his work, although his grandfather did. Three students, all from Asian
ethnicity, said that their parents, due to their culture, promoted the sciences and emphasized the
need to get a good job, rather than encourage any artistic, creative endeavor. Participant 11
explained, “Usually in Asian cultures, it’s more science and commerce and having that kind of a
strong background where you can get a job, have a stable life and et cetera, et cetera.”
Theme 3: Importance of University Culture
University culture, the shared social environment of transmitted values and beliefs,
influenced almost all undergraduate creativity in a positive way. In this study, participants
perceived the university as a place which supports student creativity. In fact, 14 out of 26
participants complimented the university for establishing a positive environment. Genevieve
stated, “The university encourages creativity in students.” Sanjay remarked, “The university is
big on civic engagement. All the experiences it has afforded me have sparked my creativity. To
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really be creative you have to have diverse individuals who have different experiences and that’s
a value of this university.” Julie and Neeta named several departments as either striving for more
creativity in teaching or doing a good job in allowing students to be creative. Participants 1, 2,
and 4 went further by saying the university was “doing great, providing for opportunities for us
to be creative every day.” Mason, as well as Participants 1, 2, and 10 acknowledged that the
university had to problem solve during the pandemic and were able to give students an “adequate
to good” education through difficult times.
Some students were aware of their own contribution to university culture when
discussing creativity. Hank, Brianna, Diane, and Genevieve said that the university is a very
supportive place for creativity if you make it to be, if you seek it out. Sanjay reiterated the idea
by saying that students have a responsibility to speak out, and to participate in classroom
discussions to provoke creative thinking. In addition to general plaudits for the university,
students offered specific comments regarding faculty, peers, and programs. Also, students
offered specific recommendations for improving a culture of creativity at the university.
Faculty
Research participants perceived university faculty as mainly fostering creativity but also,
at times, inhibiting it. Out of the 26 students who were interviewed, all of them, except one,
endorsed a general positive view of the faculty in promoting creativity, best summarized by the
following statements: Brian, an economics major, said, “I get great feedback from the professors
here. Having open discussions with professors and instructors helps with your creativity.”
Mason, a theater major, disclosed, “I know that the professors here, they always try to make you
the best you can be, give you whatever opportunity.” Participant 1, a finance major, asserted,
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“The university definitely encourages you to be creative. I find in a lot of my classes the
professors make you think critically about what you’re doing. To me, I think creativity and
critical thinking are kind of tied together.”
In addition to an overall positive view of the university and its faculty, research
participants also were specific in naming departments as well as individual faculty. Neeta singled
out the departments of psychology, digital studies, business, and the Honors College as allowing
students to be creative. Eight theater and music students talked about faculty in fine arts as being
supportive of their creativity. Roxanne gave kudos to childhood studies professors for being
“very open-minded and progressive.” Twelve interviewees also named a specific faculty member
who fostered or encouraged their creativity. In the closing credits of their Vimeo reels, four
digital arts students thanked individual faculty members by name, and in the focus group, five
students properly named a faculty member, while three alluded to an individual, as in “This
professor, she’s fantastic” (Participant 9). Individually named faculty usually coincided with the
student’s major, although this was not true for two interviewees and one focus group member.
Gary, a double major in psychology and theater, singled out an acting instructor. “At the end of
the semester, he walked up to me, shook my hand and told me I should consider taking the arts
more seriously, that I had something to offer.” Diane, a biology major, said,
One of the more creative things I’ve had to do this year is to sort of identify a direction of
research that I’m passionate about and write a paper. You wouldn’t associate writing a
paper with creativity, but we had to come up with the concept ourselves. The professor
didn’t say you have to write a paper about a particular topic.
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Mason, a theater major, described a political science professor. “His class really . . . it showed
new ways to think about . . . he made you think out of the box. How would you describe this
same concept today?” Neeta, a psychology major, complimented a sociology professor.
I wanted to go to grad school for psychology, but I found out I was more interested in the
law aspect. I owe that to my sociology professor. She was a great professor, who began
as a social worker, and she was always up against the law.
In addition, this same professor brought in a guest speaker who described a local building where
kids could participate in after-school creative activities, an idea which impacted Neeta. Tom, a
sociology major, was keen to talk about his undergraduate mentor.
She mentioned at the beginning of class, if you really like your project, you can do an
independent study with me in the future. Excuse me! So, I went to her office hours a lot.
We got along and I knew I could ask her questions. She was willing to coach me through
the process. I give her so much credit.
In the focus group, participants also singled out certain professors for either stimulating their
creative thinking or supporting their work. Participant 1 described a microeconomics professor.
He was always willing to just kind of ask questions and sometimes it didn’t pertain to the
course material. He would ask real life questions and kind of tie it into things. If you
didn’t see eye to eye with him, he was willing to open up the dialogue and talk about it.
Participant 10 related his experience during his sophomore year with an English professor.
He was great... He allowed for input on what we thought the text meant and no input was
wrong, which I liked. An idea didn’t get shut down just because it was completely
outlandish, which I thought helped my learning and allowed me to see things in ways I
didn’t before. So that really helped my creativity.
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Participants 3 and 4 mentioned faculty members who helped them when they were at an
emotional low. A math professor complimented Participant 3’s intelligence, told her not to give
up, and invited her to join a lab class. A chemistry professor said to Participant 4, “You need a
tutor. Come to my office on Fridays and we’ll get you back on track.” Participant 8 named three
teachers, saying, “I think honestly they are the best professors in the art department. They treat
you as an individual. These are real people. I developed pretty close relationships with them.
They helped me get into a thesis show over the summer.”
In contrast, students pointed out departments that they perceived as inhibiting their
creativity, with math and sciences being named by four interviewees plus three focus group
members. In their rationale, students acknowledged that math and sciences have exact methods
and often involve memorization of formulas, so that thinking creatively in these classes goes
against course goals. Participant 2, a nursing major, said, “If someone is having a diabetic
hypoglycemic episode there’s only one thing that can cure that and there’s not really much
creativity there.” Two students, however, pointed out that these classes can still be creative in
pedagogy. Neeta explained,
I took a science class. It was the facts of life. It’s a science class based more for people
who are not science majors, but I felt it really took away creativity. I felt like it was very,
very cut and dry. It was a very textbook-based class and there wasn’t any room for much
discussion. There was a right and there was a wrong answer. We had to write essay after
essay on scientific concepts. Why not do something visual? There were so many projects
and exciting things that we could have done with it.
Also, four students admitted their creative inhibitions in math came from their own perceptions,
i.e., “I’m so bad at math” and “I’ve never been good at math.” Genevieve stated, “Linguistics
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class exacerbated my creativity because it was so hard for me.” In contrast to another student,
Hank said that the Honors College had very “cool” teachers, but he didn’t think the classes
encouraged creativity.
Students also named or alluded to specific faculty who they felt inhibited their creativity.
Interviewees either named the professor or identified the academic domain (as in “he taught
biochemistry”), giving reasons why they thought the professor had stopped their creativity—two
professors by deriding a student in front of the others, another by wanting the student’s work to
“be perfect,” and others by their course rules. Brianna explained, “In one rehearsal, I was pulled
to the side, and he essentially told me, ‘Well, can you try acting? Can you try to do better?’ And
there’s other people walking by. I had a friend come up afterwards to ask how I was.” Diane
exclaimed,
Oh, this is going to be so bad . . . I don’t mind science. I love chemistry, that’s why I’m
doing a minor in it. But he was just . . . He would put students down. He would hand out
tests in the order of the grade. You knew he was doing that and so it was just a very
negative environment and I completely tuned out for that course even though I love the
topic.
Gary said, “He wanted this thing to be perfect. I couldn’t do it. My brain just shut off.
Interestingly enough, after I turned in my last paper, and then slept, I was able to nail it.” Mason
lamented, “The class had very rigid rules. It was here’s the guidelines you have to fit into. It
didn’t work for me. But once the pandemic hit, the professor was a little less rigid, and gave us
more time to experiment.” Johnny explained,
We had to write tunes with these pretty complicated chords. At one point I said, screw it,
and just started going off the rails and making something interesting. People were like,
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“Oh, I really like that.” And then I showed it to my professor. He was like, “Yeah, that’s
not really what I wanted.”
Art narratives did not include any negative remarks about faculty. From the focus group,
participants alluded to a specific faculty member as a hindrance to their learning. Participant 3
recalled a professor who did “the worst job ever” and contributed to her feelings of low selfefficacy, leading to depression. Participant 4 described how she was scheduled to take a test on
the day her father died (she is an international student). She asked for extra time, but the
chemistry professor declined the request. In another instance, she took a final exam after
emailing the dean and professor that she had been in the emergency room the night before. She
did not do well on the exam but was not allowed to retake it. Student comments about faculty
sometimes veered into how faculty impeded their subject-matter learning rather than how faculty
inhibited their creativity. Nonetheless, both positive and negative views of faculty behaviors
offered substantive findings for consideration.
Finally, faculty members served as sponsors to students participating in CURCA. As each
project was required to have a faculty mentor, it is assumed that discussions and ideas took place
that encouraged students in their critical and creative thinking. In order to be included in the
annual fair, student work needed faculty approval. However, the nature and frequency of
student/professor collaboration could not be discerned from the abstracts, and no student quotes
regarding faculty assistance accompanied the project descriptions.
Peers
In addition to remarks about faculty, students discussed relationships with peers as
influencing their creativity. All three data sets—interviewees, documents (art student narratives),
and focus group participants—highly regarded interaction with their peers. Except for one
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interviewee, who preferred to work by herself, all other interviewees mentioned the importance
of peers to their creativity. For three interviewees, peers provided the fulcrum to their
understanding of creativity. When asked how they were creative, Brianna responded, “I am
creative by connecting to what’s going on around me and thinking of different things and
working with other friends.” Jalen said, “I am creative by being a good leader. I can lead friends
and others to the truth without making it too brash for them. I try to help them realize situations
that they’re in around themselves while still trying to keep it light.” Gary explained, “I think I’m
coming to respect and understand my creativity as the way I see things and the way people act
and through observing and mimicking and transforming what I see other people do into my own
narrative.”
Whether in the classroom or through extracurricular activities, peers helped students with
their creative thinking by offering different viewpoints and bouncing off ideas for problem
solving. Peers were complimented by 13 of the 15 interviewees. Diane said,
I really was struggling because I wasn’t thinking outside the box. I talked to some friends
to see where they would sort of lead in this discussion and oh my God, they popped off.
They kept going with some ridiculous ideas and that honestly helped because I was
confining my thinking to this small box . . . They really got my imagination going.
Five art students named peers with whom they have happily collaborated, and N. M. wrote, “The
nature of animation is in itself collaborative . . . and my art is a show of what may be achieved
through this collaborative effort.” Four of the focus group members talked about the creative
importance of interacting with peers in their activities of video gaming, theater rehearsals, and a
library service project.
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Peers also served as motivation for creativity. Johnny mentioned when he saw peers
practicing in the music rooms, it made him think, “Dang, I’ve really been slacking. I really need
to get back out there and start practicing and working on stuff.” Participant 6 from the focus
group said, “I wouldn’t be in these shows if it wasn’t for the time that I spent watching my
friends’ methods . . . How can I do something like that?”
Finally, peers offered emotional support and encouragement. Fourteen out of the 15
interviewees mentioned the word “support” or “encouragement” in discussing how peers have
contributed to their creativity. Brianna stated, “It was super nice to have people who are going
through the same thing as me . . . they’re there to encourage you and I’m there to encourage
them. And I think my peers really had, they really had an impact.” Gary credited his peers, along
with a faculty member, with encouraging him to become a theater major.
I was in a wonderful class with so many students I liked. I had so much fun . . . A group
of classmates was reviewing us, our monologues. And nine people in the class raised
their hand, and each and every one of them was complimenting me.
Two focus group members mentioned support of peers. Interestingly, during the focus group
meetings, Participants 7 and 9 encouraged Participant 8 in her new art project and Participant 1
encouraged Participant 2 in his health canvassing project. The importance of peers to creativity
was analyzed by Participant 6:
I’d put like I suppose a split between what I would have considered more important to
me, I’d say it was a solid 60/40 between learning from my peers, because I got the ability
to be exposed to them longer and a 40 to my professors because I was just exposed to
them less.
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Programs
Most interviewees, senior art thesis students, and focus group participants mentioned the
importance of student clubs and organizations to their creative thinking and output. For most
students, extracurricular activities were connected to their majors. For example, five theater
majors talked about their involvement in theater productions even if they were not receiving
credits for participating. Two biology majors belonged to biology and medical clubs and two
civic scholars worked on service projects they considered to be extracurricular. Seven art
students were involved in the Animation Alliance student group. From the focus group, two math
majors mentioned their volunteer work tutoring other students in math, and a biology major was
active in the biology club. However, several students mentioned activities not connected to their
major: Diane and Sanjay participated in student government; Julie and Neeta mentioned cultural
organizations; Sanjay, Gary, Jalen, and Genevieve mentioned service organizations; and Brianna
mentioned work as a resident assistant. From the focus group, university organizations not
directly connected to the student’s major included a cultural group, a leadership group, and the
Sexual and Gender Alliance organization. All these non-classroom activities provided
stimulation for creative thinking. Julie, a leader of a cultural group, said, “As vice-president, we
had to come up with events. We wanted to do something new and exciting to promote our club’s
image across campus.” Mason, a costume designer, stated, “Working with other people [on
these productions] showed me the way other people look at things and how they go through their
process.” Jalen, a member of several service organizations, said, “Being in different groups, it
enlightens me to see other people’s perspectives.”
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Ten students talked about creative problem solving connected to student service and art
projects, specifically in figuring out ways to work within budget and time constraints and how to
deal with other people. For example, Participant 10, an English major, explained,
I have had to think about different ways that I can lead people, coming up with different
problem solving skills and more creative ways to solve a problem other than one direct
way. Because I’ve had to collaborate with people and ask like, “Hey, is this working? Is
this not working? What can we do differently?”
Participation in activities also produced tangible products. Brianna and Diane made
bulletin boards “to be engaging and creative”; Neeta made “creative” PowerPoint presentations
and videos for the annual multicultural festival; and senior art students made posters and design
products for other student groups. Overall, the findings showed that students highly valued their
extracurricular activities. These activities were essential in advancing their creative thought and
experiences. As Hank said, “I really don’t think I’d be here without the activities.”
Participation in university activities also connected with students’ culture of origin and
identity cultures. For example, Asian and Indian students participated in cultural groups that
celebrate Asian and Indian heritage, and Participant 4 participated in the African Association. A
major annual university program, CURCA, showcases student research and creative activity.
Seventeen CURCA abstracts made a specific cultural reference, focusing on Latin American
studies or Japanese culture, and several researched feminist or LGBTQ issues. For example, two
students who presented at 2020 CURCA researched the response to hearing Spanish spoken in
the local community: “The Spanish language remains a relevant presence in homes and public
spaces. However, being that it is the minority language of the country, it is imperative to
consider if its presence is welcomed in public spaces.” A 2020 art history major presented a
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project entitled “The Influence of the Japanese Kimono on the Arts and Fashion of Europe and
the United States (1858-1910).” A 2020 sociology major presented an inductive content analysis
involving gay men and social media. Entitled #Instagay, “This study provides a framework that
can be used to analyze other hashtag-based online communities and proves valuable in exploring
the visual measures that Instagram users find worthy of interaction and approval.”
Importance of Technology. In the classroom, the use of technology during the creative
process was strongly evident in the data. Nine interviewees alluded to theatrical lighting and
sound boards; film editing programs; new microphones; and data mining programs. From senior
art thesis shows totaling 78 students, 65 senior art students listed a computer program—Zbrush,
Maya software, Keyshot, Mental Ray rendering, and Mordancage among others—as essential to
their designs. Two focus group students discussed technology as part of their creative process.
Participant 5 said video games stimulated his creative thinking and helped him create new
computer programs. To underscore how essential technology was to student work, out of 204
CURCA abstracts, 114 projects employed modern technology, excluding the assumed use of
Word documents, Google searches, Zoom meetings, and iphones. Technological devices
included nanosensors, XRF instruments, spectroscopes, NGS technologies, Twitter bots, 3D
renderings, and social media podcasts. Technology was used throughout undergraduate research
for science experiments, for research projects, and for art projects. Figure 5 below shows the
types of research and creative activity for five years of CURCA.
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Figure 5
Types of Research and Creative Activity for Five Years of CURCA
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Note. There was a variety in the research reports: essays, diagrams, statistical analysis,
interactive presentations. Most experiments came from the following disciplines: biology,
physics, chemistry, psychology, and health sciences. Spanish, English and Art were also
represented in this category. Artwork consisted of paintings, photography, books, and a dramatic
play. Other research consisted of software modeling, code development, simulations, and 3-D
reconstructions.
Relevance to Society. Like examples of classroom projects and university activities,
CURCA research and creative activity targeted local, national, and global concerns. Locally,
research covered topics of gender bias in the university writing lab, traffic patterns, domestic
violence, campus activism, campus pride report, water pollution in local waters, a linguistic
study of Spanglish in the community, and housing policies for the homeless. Most science
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experiments had ramifications for the global community. Research dealt with issues of global
climate and ecosystems, global health (Alzheimer’s, dementia, drugs), women’s health, chronic
diseases, gender, LGBTQ concerns, race (Black Lives Matter), sexual harassment, lure of
technology, terrorism, suicide prevention, early education, artificial intelligence, immigration,
weight, and use of social media. A research outlier, although perhaps with national consequence,
was a survey study into patterns of family meaning regarding Elf on the Shelf.
Student descriptions exemplified the relevance of most projects to current social
concerns. An urban studies major presented a project on legacy cities at the 2018 CURCA:
“Legacy Cities are urban areas that have gone through deindustrialization, which has caused the
city to lose jobs and people . . . My research shows that the markers used to qualify legacy cities
need to be expanded.” Two students, one an economics major and the other a philosophy and
political science major, presented a project on immigration at the 2020 CURCA. “Voices of
Immigration is an interdisciplinary research podcast . . . We hope to bring awareness to the
various struggles that generational immigrants undergo.” For a 2019 CURCA presentation, two
psychology majors researched the influences of both childhood abuse and intimate partner
violence experiences on women’s attempted suicides. “Suicide is a leading cause of death among
women. Findings from this study may inform related suicide prevention interventions.”
Student Recommendations. Overall, the university culture provided a positive climate
for student creativity. Faculty often fostered creativity; peers encouraged creativity; and
university activities and programs allowed students to exercise their creative thinking and
abilities. However, students also spoke about specific ways the university could improve,
regarding academic life and student creativity.
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Recommendations included (a) more and varied classes for theater and music majors, (b)
more field work (experiential learning) for science and math majors, (c) better integration of
commuter and resident students in social programs, and (d) more interdisciplinary projects. In
the focus group, Participants 8 and 9 heartily endorsed Participant 7’s call for more art funding:
The art program, right? We’re the people that support everyone else in the rest of their
lives. What do you do when you feel sad? You watch movies, you listen to music, you
look at artwork. You do all these things to support this healthy mentality. Why are you
defunding the one thing . . .We are trying to be the most authentic, creating things that
will help and support the rest of everyone else.
In addition, Participants 3 and 4 advocated for a re-evaluation of electives, reasoning that
students need to concentrate on their own majors, and taking a general education class for a
grade distracts from their main interest. Participant 3 said, “Electives should be graded for
attendance only. Make it a fun discussion class, with stories.” Several students said the university
could do a better job publicizing art events at the school (Participants 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10).
Participants 1 and 2 suggested periodic surveys to assess student needs as a way to improve
university climate. Both Gary and Participant 4 said the university should create an office of
creativity. Gary, a psychology and theater major, expounded, “I think creativity should be more a
part of people’s curriculum in general in life.” To conclude, student advice on how to improve
the university climate for creativity included recommendations about policy, pedagogy, and
public relations.
Outlier Data and Findings
Findings from this study included three outliers, each connected to a main theme of the
research. The first outlier connected to the theme of definition difficulty, the second to creative
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self-concept, and the third to the influence of university culture. Speculations are offered as to
why students gave incongruous responses.
Outlier Finding #1
One student from the research pool defined the term creativity outside the accord of
other participants who defined the term as self-expression and/or ability. In contrast, this student,
a computer science major, defined creativity as “trying new things, exploring new things.” His
operational definition coincides with his penchant for playing video games, an activity which he
feels is creative. His definition, a verb, not a noun, emphasizes creativity as an active process.
Outlier Finding #2
Unlike others, one research participant rated his creative self-concept with a low number,
although one other student reported his creative self within a 4–8 range. The psychology major
who rated himself a 4 on a 10-point scale believed creativity mostly equated with the arts.
During the interview he defined creativity as thinking outside the box, and proceeded to describe,
with gusto, his creative project, a project he initiated which included leadership, problem
solving, and coordination. I believe his self-rating was an example of humility. His response
included a growth perspective: “I think there’s a lot of room to grow. I really do. Yeah.”
Outlier #3
During questioning of how the university fosters creativity, only one student had a
negative response: “Well, certainly, the university didn’t do anything for my creativity. More or
less dampened it.” All other students generally praised the university for providing a creative
environment. In this specific case, the student did not want to attend the university. She had
wanted to go to another school; her parents chose her academic major (biology). Ironically, her
favorite college course was a creative writing class.
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Research Question Responses
Central Research Question
How do students perceive and experience creativity within a university setting?
University students perceived creativity to be essential to who they are as individuals.
They believed creativity is an innate quality of all human beings, who need both creative
allowance (time and space to explore) and acknowledgment from others in order to grow.
Students primarily connected creativity with the arts, although the term, difficult to define, also
included thinking outside the box in any domain. When very young, creativity equated with
artistic activity and imaginative play. At the university, students experienced creativity in the
classroom when teachers stimulated their thinking and supported their work. Outside of
coursework, students honed their creativity through active involvement with clubs and programs.
The creative process usually involved some collaboration with peers and/or faculty, requiring
mental and physical effort. Parallel to effort, the creative process entailed a jumble of emotions,
which needed to be endured and tamed in order to complete a project. The creative process
ended in joy and satisfaction, increasing student confidence and creative self-concept.
Sub-Question One
How do students describe the meaning of creativity? Students described a multi-layered
meaning of creativity, including the literal meaning of the term as well as the experiential
meaning. When asked to define creativity (Theme 1), interviewees and focus group members
used either the term self-expression or the phrases, ability to think, ability to make, and often
included the adverb “differently,” as in the ability to think differently. The now-common phrase,
“to think outside the box,” was also spoken by several interviewees and focus group members.
Although senior art students were not asked directly to define creativity, their narratives included
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the concepts of self-expression, cognitive ability, and the ability to make something. Surrounding
these core phrases were words that appeared repeatedly throughout the interviews, the focus
group, and the narratives: “different,” “ new,” “ imagination,” and “freedom.” For example,
Hank stated, “Creativity is one’s ability to create, I think, in the smallest and most broad form. I
think it’s an ability to express yourself in a way that seems odd or different to people.”
Genevieve explained, “Creativity is putting your mind to ideas, being free, not having to
conform, to follow structures.” The idea of connecting multiple ideas to produce an answer or
product was also significant in the overall responses (Theme 1). Brian defined creativity as
“Using your imagination, pulling from multiple aspects of your life to focus on one thing.”
However, definitions did not come easily to students. When the question was posed to
students, the initial response from eight of the interviewees and five focus group members was
one of consternation. Several interviewees laughed or opened their eyes wide; two focus group
members stared at the screen for approximately 10 seconds before responding. Verbal responses
began with interjections: “Oh, wow. Wow, that’s a really good one. Define creativity?” (Brian);
“Oh, my goodness. That’s loaded, kind of.” (Participant 6); “Oh, that’s so difficult, you’re going
to have to give me a second to think about this” (Diane). Furthermore, in defining the term,
several students allowed for alternate definitions, as in “I would say creativity for me is . . .”
(Participant 11) and Brianna’s response:
Oh, creativity is hard to define. I don’t think there is one definition because the way I
might be creative is not the way somebody else might be creative. I think creativity at its
core is just, it’s for self-expression. I don’t want to sound corny, but I really think that’s
really how it is because someone could be creative in the biology lab by coming up with
a new technique and that’s their version of creativity, but creativity on another spectrum
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could be using paints and using color and being very vibrant, and creativity is not always
vibrant. It could just be brain mechanics, I feel like, just the thoughts and how you’re
thought provoking.
The experience of creativity has been a part of the participants’ lives from a young age.
Most students recalled an awareness of their own creativity (Theme 2) before they reached
adulthood, many from the ages of 4 and 5, most before the age of 12, and a few from their
teenage years. In recollecting their young years, many participants laughed or showed delight.
Creativity also held meaning for self- identity (Theme 2). Interviewees said they were
creative because they were born that way. Brianna said, “It’s where I started.” Gary said, “I was
born this way.” Roxanne said, “I need to be.” Creativity also connected to purpose (Theme 2).
Johnny said, “I’ve always strived to be an entertainer in my life. I can’t just go and get a degree
in entertainment. Music is always prevalent in my mind. So, I was like, ‘You know what? I’ll do
music.’” S. Y., a digital artist, wrote, “My posters symbolize the pain through the eyes of an
elderly woman, a man and a child. I hope to make a difference in someone’s life. Stopping
domestic violence comes from at least one voice.” Participant 7 said, “I just want to be able to let
people know, ‘Hey, I’ve gone through this. I feel this, too.’” Research projects from the annual
Celebration of Research and Creative Activity (CURCA) were a means to help others improve
their lives (Themes 2 and 3), by improving health protocols, regulating the climate, improving
traffic patterns, and improving an understanding of sexual assault victims’ experiences.
Sub-Question Two
How will students describe something creative in their coursework or outside of their
coursework that they have produced or been a part of during their time at university. In what
way or ways will students say they are creative? Most students in answering this question
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described a project related to their university coursework (Theme 3). Four interviewees
discussed a non-course project—two extracurricular undertakings and two that were not
university affiliated. All the projects, except one, were connected to the student’s major.
Furthermore, out of the 15 projects, 10 were collaborative; the term collaborative was mentioned
more than 10 times. For Gary, Brianna, Neeta, and Diane, the beginning of their work, i.e.,
coming up with a topic, was a struggle. Collaborative projects, as Sanjay attested, “did not
follow a straight line.” All the interviewees described the emotional journey of their projects
with both positive and negative feelings, listing multiple descriptors (Theme 2). Hank’s original
theater piece was described as “exciting, intense, stressful, fun, and powerful.” Sanjay described
his civic service project as starting with passion, and then
I was certainly freaking out at that point; I felt a little overwhelmed. But I spoke with
someone at the shelter, and that made me feel a step more calm. There were a lot of
challenges along the way. I felt frustrated. It was a whole mess. But it ended up o.k. And
at the end, I felt fatigue, pride, and happiness.
Diane said her science project, deemed creative because she picked the topic and collaborated
with peers, was an emotional rollercoaster.
Students said they were creative in two main ways, by doing something or by thinking
differently (Themes 1 and 2). Nine interviewees affirmed they were creative either by telling
stories, singing, dancing, writing, playing guitar and piano, making digital art or woodworking,
or doing several of these things. Cara stated, “I’m very artistic. I’m always having to make
something, always trying to do something, always having to improve on myself.” Nine
interviewees said they were creative by thinking or seeing things differently. Gary expressed,
“It’s the way I see things.” Mason mentioned, “My mind moves a little faster than my mouth
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does.” Brian, an avid woodworker, also mentioned he was able to analyze structures from
“outside to underneath” but wasn’t sure that was creative. Jalen said he was creative by being a
good leader, an idea implied in both Brianna’s and Sanjay’s responses as well. Students were
asked to assess their creativity on a 10-point scale, 10 meaning extremely creative. The average
score was a 7, with a high of 9 for two students and a low of 4 for two others (Theme 2).
Sub-Question Three
When have students experienced their most creative selves, and how will they describe
the experience? Their most creative selves connected to their academic major for 10 students
(Themes 2 and 3). For five students, their reflection of creativity did not connect to their
academic major, at least apparently. In the latter category, one of these students was a theater
major; the others were not. In a surprising finding, out of the 15 interviewees, six students
switched their major by their sophomore year, five switched to theater or film, and one switched
from English to sociology. One student said her parents chose her major.
Students listed five concrete projects in response to the query of when they felt most
creative—theater productions which they wrote, directed, and performed in; a novella begun one
summer while on a science internship; problem solving a sleepover event for university students;
and choreographing, choosing costumes, and selecting songs for a university program. These
students, when involved in their projects, were busy doing multiple things, engaged in their
work, and passionate about what they were doing. Other interviewees answered with states of
mind: “When I’m with an influx of emotion” (Mason); “When I’m sad and heartbroken”
(Roxanne); “When I’m in the zone” (Gary); “When I am in a flow, doing something outside
what you’re supposed to do” (Genevieve). Still others equated their query response with time:
“Right before I go to bed all these ideas come” (Johnny); “I would have to say today because I’m
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learning every day” (Jalen); “I don’t know that I could nail down a time” (Brian); “2019 because
I did a lot of things” (Cara); “Now, and I think I’ll keep going” (Diane).
Sub-Question Four
In what ways have university faculty fostered or inhibited student creativity? Faculty
fostered creativity by stimulating students’ thinking and providing an environment for open
discussion (Theme 3). Others mentioned that faculty opened their thinking by providing new
ideas in books, articles, and video. Faculty were valuable as guides and models because they had
skills that students need to learn in order to incorporate those skills into their own work.
Modeling computer skills was especially important to student digital and animation artists. In
student perceptions, faculty also fostered their creativity by supporting and encouraging them.
Hindrances to creativity included courses with no variety in pedagogy or assignments, courses
which imposed lots of rules, and faculty who insulted students, not valuing their opinions.
Faculty assessment of student work did not factor significantly in the data, although two
interviewees said a good grade was an affirmation of their creativity. Most students did not
discuss grades or assessments.
Many interviewees and focus group members believed faculty fostered their creativity
(Theme 3). Only one interviewee painted the university faculty in a negative light by stating,
“Well, certainly, the university didn’t do anything for my creativity.” Another interviewee
response was neither positive nor negative. “Faculty just assist what’s already there.” Yet, out of
15 interviewees, 13 students complimented the faculty, either in general terms or by stating a
specific name. Specific faculty names were usually attached to the student’s major; for example,
a theater student named a theater instructor, an English student named an English professor, but
that was not the case in three instances—a biology major named a business professor, a theater
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student named a leadership professor, and a math student named a business professor (different
from the first business professor).
In discussing how faculty hinder creativity, several students mentioned math and science
classes, because they believed the nature of those classes to be formulaic thinking. Four students
admitted that the hindrance to creativity in those classes also came from the self because they felt
they were “bad at math.” Some students also named specific faculty who hindered their
creativity. In two responses, the faculty member was aligned to the student’s major, but in two
other responses, this was not the case (Theme 3).
Sub-Question Five
In what ways have university activities or programs fostered student creative thinking or
output? Extracurricular activities and programs played a huge role in creative thinking and
output for university students (Theme 3). First, 13 of the interviewees were involved in at least
one non-classroom activity, club, or program. From the focus group, six of 11 mentioned an
extracurricular club. Tom, a recent graduate, mentioned he was not that involved because he had
transferred from another school and just wanted to graduate early. Brian, a husband and father,
said he was not involved in university activities. However, he serves as a councilman in his
hometown, and that position involves a lot of problem solving. University activities often
coincided with a student’s major, but not always. For example, theater students participated in
plays, whether acting, directing, or stage crew, even if they did not receive academic credit;
biology students joined biology clubs; and civic scholars participated in community activities
under the Civic Engagement program. Other activities listed included student government,
cultural clubs, and the annual multicultural festival. These activities fueled students’ creative
thinking by listening to other viewpoints and working together on a common cause. Cara stated,
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“I think just being around different creative individuals in an environment when everyone’s
contributing to how things work, and they’re all collectively contributing to one idea, I think that
motivates me to do the same.” Two interviewees liked the creative challenge of overseeing an
event.
We usually have this big event at the end of the semester for our club. That’s one time I
feel really creative because it’s all different aspects. It’s a little bit of digital. It’s a little
bit of dance. It’s a little bit of costumes (Neeta).
Gary was asked to speak in front of other students as a representative of the Educational
Opportunity Fund.
I’ve had to stand up in front of classes and students and tell them about our programs and
just share my own story. So creatively, a lot of these programs have helped me, to give
me an opportunity to step into something outside my comfort zone. I still get scared, but I
know I can do it.
Senior art students who were involved in the Animation Alliance student group cited the
value of collaboration in making posters, digital ads, and designs for other student groups
(Themes 2 and 3). From the focus group, six participants were involved in extracurricular
activities (Themes 2 and 3). Participant 10 was thrilled to be part of theater shows as theater is
not his major. Participant 4 loved being involved in several clubs, as well as being involved in
off-campus activities. Participant 3 was involved in several on-campus groups but thinks they do
not do anything substantial. As a commuter student, Participant 11 found it difficult to attend
extracurricular programs. Participants, whether or not they were involved in university activities,
were involved in off-campus endeavors, which stimulated their creative thinking and output
(Theme 3).
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Summary
Three data sets were employed to better understand student perceptions and experiences
of creativity within a university setting: interviews, documentation (student narratives), and a
focus group. In addition, research abstracts from the university’s annual research fair were
analyzed to support relevant themes. From the triangulation of data, three themes emerged
regarding student creativity: (1) difficulty in defining creativity; (2) creative self-concept
(subthemes of early awareness, creative affect, and parents); and (3) importance of university
culture (subthemes of faculty, peers, and programs). No student definition of creativity was the
same; however, in aggregate, students defined creativity as three interwoven strands: selfexpression, the ability to think, and the ability to make something. Connected to these
highlighted strands were repeated qualifying words, specifically “different,” “new,”
“imagination,” and “freedom.” Student definitions did not align with the selected scholarly
definition for this study. Furthermore, the scholarly definition of creativity was unworkable in
assessing student research abstracts and artwork.
The concept of creativity linked to the concept of selfhood, integral to personal identity
and meaning. All students believed they were creative in some way, either by what they did or
how they thought. They were able to recall an early experience of their own creativity, often
from a very young age, which usually included parents or another family member. Students
associated creativity not only to thought but to feeling. In describing the creative process,
students mentioned multiple emotions, both positive and negative.
Overall, the university provided a positive culture for student creativity. Faculty mostly
fostered student creative thinking and output, but in some ways hindered it. Peers stimulated and
supported creativity. University programs and activities provided environments for peers to
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problem solve, to play, and to assist others. The idea of helping others, of trying to make the
world a healthier, better place in which to live, strongly connected to student perceptions and
experiences of creativity at the university. To improve the university culture for creativity,
students recommended better funding and advertising for art courses and events, more
interdisciplinary classes, a restructuring of electives, and opening a creativity center or office.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine perceptions and experiences of
university students regarding creativity in the university environment. This chapter presents a
discussion and interpretation of the findings, leading to implications for policy, practice, and
theory. Limitations and delimitations of the research are delineated as well as recommendations
for future research. Chapter Five ends with a conclusion to the research study.
Discussion
Discussing the research involved in this study is a daunting task; student perceptions
were multi-layered, and descriptions of student creative experiences were lengthy and complex.
The wealth of information led to three main themes and then provoked major interpretations of
those themes and overall data. This section will discuss interpretation of findings, followed by
implications for policy and practice. In the subsection of theoretical and empirical implications,
the current findings are scrutinized in tandem with previous research studies and creativity
theory. The discussion continues with stating several limitations and delimitations of this
research. Recommendations for future research rounds out the discussion.
Interpretation of Findings
Before an interpretation of research findings, a summary of those findings is reviewed,
along with a summary of responses to research questions. After considering research data,
literature, and theory, three major interpretations emerged, superseding the key themes. These
interpretations cluster around the concept of relationship: creativity is relational; affect is
important, encouragement matters; the university is a macro exemplar of creativity. In order to
underscore the relationship interpretations, I use the metaphor of fraternal twins to discuss
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creative affect; furthermore, the university, as macro exemplar, is likened to a grandparent,
operating in creative symbiosis with its undergraduate students.
Summary of Findings
Three main themes emerged as significant to university student perceptions and
experiences of creativity: difficulty in defining creativity; creative self-concept—with subthemes
of early awareness, creative affect, and parents; and importance of university culture—with
subthemes of faculty, peers, and programs. University students perceived creativity to be a
challenging concept to denote. Even though no two student definitions were the same, many
were similar, resulting in three main phrases, specifically “self-expression,” “the ability to think
(differently),” and/or “the ability to make something (new).” Almost all students rated
themselves highly in creative self-concept. Most students believe they are creative in specific,
observable ways—for example, by telling stories or making art. Other students, however, believe
they are creative in general, abstract ways, by how they see the world differently than others.
Many students expressed that they are creative individuals because they were born that way,
allowed to be by supportive parents, or encouraged by other family members or teachers; they
experienced their own creativity from a young age. Most undergraduates stated that their
creativity has a purpose, which is to help others in some way. The process of creativity involved
both cognition and affect. University culture greatly influenced student creativity. Furthermore,
university activities and programs provided opportunities for creative expression. Even so,
students believed the university could improve their support of student creativity.
Research Question #1. How do students describe the meaning of creativity? What
examples come to students’ minds when discussing creativity? The meaning of creativity
consisted of both literal and experiential meanings. Defining the term was difficult. One
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interviewee said, “It’s like trying to put lightning in a bottle.” During the interviews, students
would add qualifying words—“imagination,” “freedom,” “one of a kind”—as if to bolster their
initial explanation of the term. Defining creativity became a process of discovery as well as a
declaration. However, the literal definition from students clearly consisted of three connective,
often overlapping, phrases.
The connotative meaning of the term was positive, holding importance for self-identity.
Not only was creativity recognized at a young age, but creativity was also linked to life purpose,
as in “I’ve always strived to be an entertainer. I like putting a smile on people’s faces.”
Examples of creativity included performing, making things, problem solving, and leading others.
Research Question #2. How will students describe something creative in their
coursework or outside of coursework that they have produced or been a part of during their time
at university? In what way or ways will students say they are creative? Students described the
challenges of initial decision making, collaborating with others, connecting ideas, and producing
a product or event. All stages of their process were attached to cognition and affect. In fact, a
rollercoaster of emotions, both positive and negative, preceded the satisfactory completion of a
project. Most students believe they are creative in specific, tangible ways; for example, they
write stories or make digital art. Other students believe they are creative in general, abstract
ways, by how they see the world differently than others, how they think and connect to others,
and how they can lead others.
Research Question #3. When have students experienced their most creative selves, and
how will they describe the experience? Students experienced their most creative selves when a
strong emotion propelled them toward an active endeavor. Even if a university assignment
provided a framework or task motivation, emotion was essential for project ignition. Many
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students talked about passion for their projects; some mentioned heartbreak or fear which led to
outcomes of song writing or problem solving. Two students described a state of mind: being
relaxed at night or being in the “flow.” In addition, experiencing high creativity often connected
to being busy, engaged in multiple activities—for example, writing, directing, acting, and
producing; or leading, coordinating, and accounting. One student said she was most creative
during the year 2019 because “that was the year I directed, I assistant stage-managed a show, I
did maybe three or four video projects. I wasn’t the happiest, but making all this stuff, it was a
very good year for me.” Also, most students perceived their creativity with a growth mindset,
projecting continual improvement, exemplified by a student who said, “I think as long as I’m
willing to learn, I’m willing to grow, my experiences will only enhance my creativity. I think I’ll
keep going.”
Research Question #4. In what ways have university faculty fostered or inhibited student
creativity? Faculty both fostered and inhibited creativity, with more student responses in the
positive column than in the negative one. Faculty fostered creativity by stimulating student
thinking and encouraging student work; they inhibited creativity through inflexibility, lack of
variety, and de-valuing student opinions. Students valued faculty who were “real people,”
relatable and authentic.
Research Question #5. In what ways have university activities or programs fostered
student creative thinking or output? University activities and programs provided opportunities
which spurred creative energy and output. In these extracurricular activities, the importance of
peers emerged, as catalysts for creative thought and collaborators to complete creative visions. In
two university programs, CURCA and the Senior Art Thesis Show, technology was essential to
both creative process and product. Students believed the university could improve their support
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of undergraduate creativity by more funding to the arts, by offering more opportunities for
student interactions, and by restructuring academic requirements.
Creativity is Relational. Creativity theory includes social environment as a key factor in
creativity, so to say creativity is relational is not a new insight. However, in this study, university
students consistently alluded to or referred to relationships when discussing their perceptions and
experiences. When students recalled events from a young age which made them aware of their
own creativity, memories were in relationship with others, mostly family: for example, the
participant who remembered her mother attending her preschool dance recitals; another who
remembered his aunts laughing at his story; another who remembered his mother astounded at
his coloring on the kitchen floor. At university, faculty and peers were essential to their creative
work, instrumental in stimulating ideas or in modeling certain skills. However, of equal
importance was support and encouragement. Many times, during the interviews and focus
groups, students would voice a comment similar to Neeta’s statement, “Having that support has
really allowed me to be creative.” Furthermore, students enjoyed talking to faculty informally,
after class and in the hallways, admiring faculty who were “real” people. This research suggests
that when it comes to student perceptions of creativity, personal relationships were indispensable
to their creative growth.
In addition, most students in the study viewed their creative output in relation to others.
Even though half of the interviewed participants defined creativity as self-expression, thereby
alluding to the self as the origin of creative work, subsequent remarks bolstered the view that
their self-expressions, whether in art, research, or events, were made to affect other people—to
inspire, entertain, and/or help them. In his theory, Glaveanu (2014) uses the term audience to
explain the importance of witness to creativity. An event or artifact influences the audience and
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audience response then influences the creator, a dynamic experience. In this study, relationship
was essential to student creativity, both at the completion of the product but especially during the
process.
Affect is Important, Encouragement Matters. Although not identical, cognition and
affect can be compared to fraternal twins, gestating together in the womb of creativity and
springing forth almost simultaneously during the creative process. Brain studies of creative
functioning reveal that intricate neural networks carry both cognitive and emotional information
(Akhtar & Kartika, 2019; Immordino-Yang, 2019). However, related literature for this study
focused more on creative thinking skills than on emotional skills, although a few previous
qualitative studies showed fine arts courses were transformative to certain students, suggesting
an affective element (Choi et al., 2018; Schupp, 2017). Most studies of creativity moods,
attitudes, and emotions issued from creativity theorists or specialists. In this higher education
study, creative affect was an omnipresent companion to thinking skills.
In describing their creative processes, most students at first employed predominantly
cognitive language. They talked about decision making, problem solving, networking,
flexibility, and logistics. In other words, they recounted a process of critical and creative
thinking, although phrases such as “I was passionate about the project” and “I loved the idea”
often began their explanations. However, when pointedly asked about their emotional journeys,
students unleashed a plethora of emotional descriptors, revealing the creative process as a
rollercoaster of emotions. These students, intelligent individuals all, minimized the role of
emotions when analyzing their process. To persist in the creative process, Feist (2019) states
that emotional regulation is necessary. However, strong emotions, although initially
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unacknowledged, were present throughout their project experiences. This study showed the
prevalence of affect to the creative process.
Furthermore, students valued faculty and peers who were supportive. For all the
importance of pedagogy to increase creative thinking skills, and teaching for creativity, or
teaching with creativity, an essential interpretation from this study is that encouragement of
creativity matters. Critical and creative thinking are intertwined in higher order cognition, yet
these copacetic types of thinking can be perceived at odds during coursework. I recall the student
who was deflated when the professor downgraded his “creative” music composition because the
student had not followed the assignment directions. The professor had every right to downgrade
the student’s work for not abiding by the critical parameters of the assignment. However, on a
personal level, it may have helped to encourage creativity by telling the student that a professor’s
job is to make sure the student masters domain skills, a foundation for future creativity. In
courses which demand students to think critically “in the box,” faculty can still implement caring
pedagogy. Faculty and peer encouragement enliven and sustain a student’s creative affect,
complementing and sustaining their cognition during the creative process.
The University is a Macro Exemplar. The framework for this research study was
Amabile’s (1996) componential theory of creativity. At the macro level, the university
exemplifies this theory. The institutional “person” (a body politic) is involved in a process,
employing domain and thinking skills as well as task motivations, all influenced by the sociocultural context, with a creative project in mind—namely, to graduate students who are equipped
with the knowledge and skills to thrive in the greater world, through making new things and
thinking new ideas. On the micro level, university students share that same process and goal in
mind. To use a relational metaphor for the macro-micro analogy, the university is like a
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grandparent, students bearing the imprint (and often wearing a logo) of university identity. The
university nurtures its charges, providing financial aid and often more behavioral freedom than
parents, as well as accumulated knowledge and wisdom. In this study, extracurricular activities
and programs as well as some expensive technology provided freedom for student creative
growth. Most students highly valued their participation in these programs.
Previous scholarly articles by educational stakeholders advocated for more curricular
freedom (Colet & Nicole, 2017; Mayhew et al., 2019; Selingo, 2018). Although students paid
deference to the university, they also voiced their suggestions regarding electives. To continue
with the analogy, grandchildren are not always aware of how grandparents have changed through
the years, how they have changed on their progeny’s behalf. That was the case with this study
which revealed that administrators at this university have kept abreast of national, if not global,
benchmarks for university development of student creativity.
More than 10 years ago, the university changed the name of their annual research fair to
a Celebration of Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity. The use of the term “think
outside the box” (2022), first coined in the 1980s, has been absorbed into this generation’s
creativity lexicon. Students also freely used terms such as critical thinking, creative thinking,
brainstorming, flexible thinking, terms that have been associated with creative pedagogy since
before they were born. New academic majors have been added; for example, in media arts, a
major in intermedia and electronic arts was introduced in 2021. When I revisited the Global
Creativity Index (2015), I was surprised to find that it no longer existed, although one of its
tenets for social development (better treatment for racial and ethnic minorities, gays and
lesbians) is part of the university’s current mission. The university provides activities, clubs, and
services for racial and ethnic groups and the LGBTQ community. Many research participants in
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the study belonged to these clubs and programs. Sanjay voiced the importance of diversity to
creativity: “To really be creative you have to have diverse individuals who have different
experiences and that’s a value of this university.”
An event that students did experience in real time, along with university personnel, was
the Covid-19 pandemic from 2020–2021, certainly a huge external motivator for change, for
thinking outside the box. Students generally praised the university for its adaptive pedagogy.
One student commented, “Once the pandemic hit, it gave me more time to work on it [the
assignment], more time to think about things. The professor was a little less rigid . . . it freed me
up more.” The pandemic surely shifted creative thoughts and attitudes for students and faculty.
Finally, children often have more than one grandparent. In the case of university
students, political parties and social media giants exert huge influence on an undergraduate’s
attitudes, thinking, and creative motivations. This study, in addition to Amabile’s sociopsychological creativity theory, also exemplified cultural theory. Cultural shifts affect the
university which then affects the student. The student affects the university, in abrupt or subtle
ways, thereby influencing the larger culture. Reciprocal learning takes place between
generations. Universities value tradition and heritage, but in order to sustain their existence, they
must change, leading the way for undergraduates to activate their own creative skills.
Implications for Policy and Practice
This research holds implications for both policy and practice. The main implication for
policy relates to clarity of language when discussing creativity. The issue of how creativity is
defined can also apply to university practice. While student recommendations, stemming from
their experiences, offered ideas for policy change, student comments also implied practical ways
faculty can foster or inhibit undergraduate creativity.
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Implications for Policy
This study revealed a cogent policy implication dealing with the language of creativity. A
main theme of the research was the difficulty of definition. Previous research showed that
defining and understanding the term was a challenge even for university faculty (Davies et al.,
2018; Glaveanu, 2018; Jahnke et al., 2017). For their part, students also confirmed the challenge
of defining the word. The concept is unwieldy; definitions are subjective. In addition, the study
showed that assessing student work for creativity was problematic. However, if the university
promotes creative thinking and creative activity in their pedagogy, if the university
acknowledges the importance of creativity to 21st century graduates, then a university-wide
working definition of creativity seems logical. The dean of faculty in concert with other
administrators could disseminate the adopted definition on a university website. An argument for
understanding the concept of creativity also derives from meta-analytic research (Green et al.,
2018) which showed a positive relationship between epistemic cognition and academic
achievement, suggesting that students will benefit from knowledge regarding the concept of
creativity. Employing a scholarly definition university-wide would make sense for ongoing
university discourse.
Although students generally lauded the university for an environment conducive to
creativity (programs and activities were praised), nonetheless they recommended changes in how
the university could better support their creativity. Students advocated for a creativity center and
for increased funding for the arts to cover more course offerings as well as to support
performances and programs. In addition, focus group members believed electives could be
reconsidered to allow students more freedom to experience and experiment with elective course
content. Without the pressure of grades but within parameters of mandatory attendance, regular

172

discussion assessment, and collaborative project completion, they believed their creativity would
be enhanced. Whether a university develops an office for creativity, the university could consider
a creativity course, perhaps for incoming students or seniors. Arts, if not better funded, could be
better publicized and promoted as an integral part of a student’s university experience. Students
have a stake in their own education and want to voice their ideas to the university on how to
better support creativity. A comprehensive policy must include continual assessment, with
student input, to find ways to stimulate and support student creativity at the university level.
Implications for Practice
In consonance with policy implications, adopting a shared definition of creativity is good
practice for an academic department. This research demonstrated that student work, recognized
at CURCA for employing, in some way, creative activity, was not assessed for creativity. In
truth, student work in the arts or sciences does not necessarily need to be assessed in that way.
However, in describing student work as creative activity or in evaluating student work, clarity in
defining how a department, or any one faculty member, defines creativity could be helpful.
In previous empirical studies into faculty-student relationships (La Bella, 2020; ReiterPalmon et al., 2019), university students valued faculty traits of domain expertise, authenticity,
encouragement, caring, and a sense of humor for improved learning. These traits were echoed in
the current study. Although it cannot be necessarily deduced that by encouraging learning,
faculty are thereby fostering creativity, a reasonable conclusion from this finding would be that
in stimulating learning, student creativity is not suppressed. Also, in earlier case studies
involving fine arts courses (Choi et al., 2018; Hall & Thomson, 2017), faculty traits of
playfulness and freedom were cited as conducive to creativity. This study suggests that an
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environment of playfulness and freedom does not belong only to the domain of art courses. For
example, Participant 10 described an English professor he had sophomore year:
He allowed for input on what we thought the text meant and no input was wrong. I think
the way that he went about teaching his class, he made us think more deeply about the
text. Through that professor, I realized that I kind of just have to go for it so that really
helped me, through learning and being creative.
Interactions with faculty affect student creativity and self-efficacy (Hass et al., 2016; Ivcevic &
Hoffman, 2019; Syme, 2017). Students in this study confirmed those findings, naming specific
teachers who have fostered or inhibited their creativity, and the ways they helped or hindered
their work or confidence. Even though compliments towards faculty outweighed disparagement,
together the student comments have practical implications for faculty pedagogy. Table 5 lists the
practical ways that faculty can foster or inhibit student creativity, based on student quotations.
Table 5
Ways Faculty Encourage or Discourage Student Creativity
How Faculty Foster Student Creativity
1. Stimulate thought
He made you think outside the box.
Her leadership class was discussion based. A
lot of good ideas came from that.
2. Offer new experiences
Experiential learning helps.
The class offered diversity in my reading
choices, authors I didn’t know before.
I am learning new songs.
The professor brought in a guest speaker.
What that speaker said really stuck with me.
3. Provide a model
She models the creative process.
He showed me how to do it.
4. Serve as a guide

How Faculty Inhibit Student Creativity
1. Stick to traditional structures
The class had very rigid rules. Most of the
students ignored them.
Readings, midterm, exams, final paper—was
inhibiting because there was only so much I
could do with it.
2. Do not allow for student input
A lot of times teachers and professors have
their own ideas in mind.
Taking tests all the time. A lot of
memorization.
3. Discourage the student
He said, “Oh, I don’t like that... I want you to
do this. Can you try to do better?”
He would put students down... he would hand
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How Faculty Foster Student Creativity
I am thankful for his guidance.
He knows the tech programs and helps us use
them.
He listens and watches and then goes from
there.
5. Allow for student input
The projects were open-ended.
We could choose.
Flexibility and creativity go hand in hand.
She had us do a lot of hands-on assignments.
I got to write about things I cared about.
6. Make a personal connection
My undergraduate mentor. I knew I could ask
her questions. We just got close.
He’s always a great go-to guy for stuff.

How Faculty Inhibit Student Creativity
out tests in order of the grade—it was just a
very negative environment.
He cut down my opinion.

A final implication for practice involves awareness. Students in this study considered
themselves to be creative individuals, whether their major was in the arts or sciences. In other
words, they perceived themselves as people who think and create. Although most faculty, it is
assumed, recognize that students are human beings, encouraging them to learn and grow, still
faculty can hone their awareness of student potential by seeing them as creative beings.
Theoretical and Empirical Implications
Previous research into creativity revealed that university faculty had difficulty defining
the term, although they believed the concept was important to their teaching (Cayirdag, 2017;
Davies et al., 2018; Jahnke et al., 2017; Kettler et al., 2018). In the current study, university
students also had difficulty defining the term, thus confirming earlier studies focused on faculty.
Definitions varied, with no two definitions the same. Nonetheless, student definitions narrowed
in on three main ideas. Unlike research by Ockuly (2019), who discussed a plethora of
denotative meanings for creativity, student definitions clustered within three phrases: self-
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expression, the ability to think differently, and the ability to make something new. I would
suggest that students were not confused as much as overwhelmed by the multi-faceted concept,
trying to simplify something that is not simple. Like trying to define love, no answer by itself is
wrong, and yet no one answer is probably sufficient.
In correlation, a scholarly definition of creativity (Plucker et al., 2004) was employed to
assess student research projects at the school’s annual undergraduate research and creative
activity fair. The scholarly definition did not prove viable for student abstracts, as there was no
conclusive evidence about a project being “new and useful” or whether the social context was
the university, a particular department, the CURCA fair, or a wider context. Overall, there was a
disconnect between student definitions and the scholarly definition. The scholarly definition of
creativity could not be applied to undergraduate student projects. These findings yield
implications for university policy and practice, as stated earlier.
Amabile’s Theory Mostly Applies
The framework for this study was Amabile’s (1996) componential model of creativity.
Research results from this study confirm the theory; however, questions arise concerning the
component of creative product. Amabile posits that the components of creative disposition,
process, product, and social context manifest in what we term creativity. The factor of creative
disposition is comprised of personality, domain skills, creative thinking skills, and task
motivation. Students in this study exhibited a creative disposition. Firstly, all the participants
displayed an “openness to experience,” a chief trait of a creative personality (Freiberg-Hoffman
et al., 2019; Ivcevic et al., 2020; Jauk et al., 2019). Students would not have volunteered for the
study if they were close-minded. Many students inquired about my study, curious about its
origins and who would see the results; they wanted the administration to hear their comments. In
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previous tests, creative personalities were said to be conscientious, agreeable, and reflective (Hui
et al., 2014; Ivcevic et al., 2020). In my observations, students presented themselves with these
traits. I saw them as intelligent, thoughtful, humorous, and enthusiastic. On Gough’s 1979
creative personality scale (Hui et al, 2014; Luescher et al., 2019), traits listed on the negative side
of a creative personality were “honesty,” “well-mannered,” and “sincere.” Research participants
came across with these three traits as well. As my research study did not delve into an objective
assessment of creative personality, I can only purport that from a subjective view, the students
displayed a positive attitude toward creativity.
In addition, they ranked themselves highly in creative self-concept. This datum refutes
previous research (Miller, 2018; Toh & Miller, 2019) which found that arts majors scored
themselves higher in CSE than other academic majors. In this study, non-arts majors scored
themselves as high, if not higher, than many fine arts majors. In addition, student creative selfconcepts supported Karwowski et al.’s (2019) research which concludes that creative self-beliefs
are dynamic, not static. Many students in this study either gave themselves a range for creativity
self-rating or expressed the belief that they are still growing in their creativity. Finally, in
connection with the component of creative personality, students were unanimous in their belief
that creativity is innate to all individuals, a tenet of personhood endorsed by creativity theorists
and brain science (Amabile, 1996; de Pasquale & Poirer, 2016; Kaufman & Sternberg, 2019).
Many students expressed they were “born that way” (as creative individuals) and others said that,
as children, they were allowed to be creative, implying that their potential for creativity was
there from the start. Considering I have not read other empirical research which has asked
university students why they are creative, this study could be a novel contribution to the field of
creativity research.
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University students described domain-related skills (directing, acting, costuming,
mathematical understanding) as well as creative thinking skills (using their imaginations, being
flexible, and thinking outside the box) when planning a project or event. Several students chose
to discuss projects that were not aligned with the domain-specific skills of their major. A biology
major chose to talk about a novella she wrote, and a psychology major described a performance
event. These instances do not negate Amabile’s theory as much as showing the preference of
these students to talk about their artistic sides.
Task motivation, an interplay between intrinsic and extrinsic factors, was also evident
when students described their creative work. Students were motivated extrinsically by their
project deadlines. Most, not all, were more intent on completing their work on time rather than
on the grade they received. Students did not discuss grades until I brought up the subject, and
several forgot what grade they had received, as in Cara’s response, “Oh, I think it was an A. Oh,
yeah, an A. I forgot.” The more important reward for their academic projects seemed to be the
personal satisfaction of completion. It is possible interviewees were reluctant to admit a desire
for high grades (two students did admit to grade motivation). In creative projects not connected
to student major, a passion for the project, i.e., intrinsic motivation, was the strong propellant.
Either way, by describing in-class or other projects, a synchronicity of motivations, with an
emphasis on the intrinsic, was stated or implied.
Strong Emotional Quality in Process
After creative disposition, the second main component of Amabile’s theory (1996) is
creative process, a cognitive and motor operation which is not straightforward (p. 35). Glaveanu
(2014) attaches strong emotions to the aspect of creative process. Students in this study described
difficulty in choosing a topic, false starts, and backtracking in trying to complete their work. For
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example, Cara spent hours editing her film project; Hank blocked and re-blocked scenes. Sanjay
needed to change his project venue midway through the process. In addition, students
experienced a tumult of emotions during their creative processes. Participants in qualitative
research by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described many, often competing, emotions during their
creative processes, but those participants were eminent creators in their field. The current
research focused on university students, thus extending research on creative affect.
Another finding in accordance with Csikszentmihalyi’s study (1990) and brain research
(DePasquale & Poirer, 2016; Immordino-Yang et al., 2019) revealed that strong emotion often
ignited a student’s creative process. Finally, Feist (2019) concluded that individuals with a high
creative self-concept demonstrate emotional regulation for persistence (p. 357). Students in this
study possessed high creative self-concepts and indeed persisted in their projects throughout the
emotional vagaries of the creative process. The empirical implication of this research suggests
that creative affect, with its many variables, remains a fertile area for investigation.
“Creative” Products are Problematic
The final two components of Amabile’s theory are creative product and social
environment. According to the theory, a product, in order to be deemed creative, must be new
and useful within a social context. The assessment of a product as new and useful must be made
by judges (plural) who have knowledge of the domain. At the university level, these judges
would be faculty and sometimes peers or outsiders. Student work presented at annual university
showcases could not be clearly labeled creative, as there was no assessment as to whether the
product was new and useful, or unique and appropriate to the social context, or different and
effective in value. There was no evidence that faculty (singular or plural) evaluated student
projects with a creativity rubric. Perhaps the qualities of “new and useful” are part of
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subconscious judgments by faculty, but an overt recognition of these traits was not apparent. In
assessing their own work, students in this study often verbalized intentions that their projects be
useful or valuable to others. Nonetheless, the words “new and useful” were not expressed in
tandem. Overall, projects were discussed as creative or generally labeled as having creative
activity, but could not be assessed, according to scholarly definition or theory, as creative.
In considering the university environment, whether in conjunction with creative
disposition, process, or product, the university clearly influenced student creativity. Previous
research into university programs, particularly student collaborations with other students or
faculty (Collard-Stokes, 2019; LaDuca et al., 2019; Supiano, 2020), concluded that collaboration
promotes creativity, although interpersonal relationships can be problematic. However, in the
current study, peers were uniformly praised as catalysts and supporting agents for student
creativity. In a study by Runco et al. (2017), university students believed they were more creative
outside the university. In contrast, this study revealed that students view themselves as creative
both inside and outside the university. Furthermore, they highly value the university environment
(programs, activities, coursework, faculty, and peers) as improving their creative development.
A Holistic View Strengthens Creativity Research
In review, the current study both confirmed and refuted previous research into the
difficulty of defining creativity. Study results also refuted previous research regarding the
correlation between student creative self-concept and specific academic majors (Toh & Miller,
2019). Student experiences of creativity confirmed and extended previous research regarding the
creative process, especially connected to creative affect, by focusing on university student
perceptions and experiences, thus filling a gap in creativity literature. In addition, this study
revealed that Amabile’s (1996) componential theory of creativity applies to university students,
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except for the creative product component. To designate a research/artistic product at the
university level as creative requires further scrutiny and clear parameters. This is not to say that
the theoretical framework for the study was inappropriate, but rather that university personnel
need to clarify the meaning of “creative product” at the university level. Finally, this study set
out to be a holistic study of student perceptions and experiences, with the resultant finding that
the interrelationship of creative disposition— self-concept, domain skills, creative thinking
skills, task motivation-- along with process and product, are inextricably linked within the
student and between the student and university.
Delimitations and Limitations
Several delimitations and limitations affected this study. One delimitation was to choose
a purposeful sampling of students who had experienced university life for at least two years, thus
bringing a perspective of familiarity with university structures to the research inquiry. Another
delimitation was to choose one campus for student recruitment. This decision was based
primarily on creativity theory which proposes that creativity is linked to socio-cultural
environments. To have included students from several universities would have widened the
environment component to become unmanageable and shifted the focus of the study. In addition,
I chose this site because I had taught there as an adjunct, and I believed recruiting study
participants from this campus might be easier—it was not. A final delimitation was to choose a
case study. I was interested in asking students about their creativity, thoughts, and experiences,
in connection to the university. Other research designs, for example, a phenomenology exploring
a student’s life experiences involving creativity, would use different research questions.
When this research was first proposed, I had expected to meet with interviewees and a
focus group in person. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic between 2020–2022, that original plan did
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not occur, thus changing, if not limiting, the study. Although through Zoom I was able to see
participants up close, which turned into a benefit for observing facial expressions, I was unable
to observe full body language. Recruiting students posed a steep challenge, resulting in
limitations. While I had expected to interview five to seven recent graduates who had
participated in the annual Celebration of Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity, only
one volunteer came from this sector. Therefore, questions regarding how these students
collaborated with their faculty mentors and peers had to be scrapped. Interviewees and focus
group members included a high percentage of fine arts majors. Although other majors were
represented, I had hoped for an even wider representation. Also, the university’s strong digital
arts program was made evident in the digital creative products displayed in senior art thesis
programs, but painting, drawing, and sculpture were not widely represented, and only three years
(out of the expected five) of senior art thesis programs were available or made available for
analysis. One of those years showed just the artifacts and no accompanying student remarks.
Even so, the three methods of research proved rich in data.
Finally, when preparing interview questions, I had not included a query about the
pandemic. For the first few interviewees, I did ask students how the pandemic had affected their
creativity at the university. However, they did not seem interested in talking about the pandemic
other than to say they missed their friends, and faculty were doing their best to cope. As a result,
I did not pursue this interview question with other students. Remarks about the pandemic
surfaced in several student responses and are included in the research findings. Nonetheless, in
hindsight, I probably would have pursued the question of how the pandemic affected creativity
with all the research participants. My own feeling of oppression and ennui with the pandemic no
doubt resulted in both a delimitation and limitation of the study.
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Recommendations for Future Research
In conjunction with this study, multiple recommendations could be made for future
research. To begin with, additional case studies of student perceptions and experiences of
creativity could be carried out in various university environments—in private colleges, religiousaffiliated universities, or at large public universities—in order to test the generalizability of the
findings of this study. Regional environments could also provide a case study boundary.
Research questions from this study could be asked of freshmen and sophomores, rather than
more academically experienced students, to compare findings. Also, although this study sample
included a range of academic majors, no majors from departments of philosophy, religion, or
foreign languages were represented in the interviews or focus groups. Frankly, I was surprised
that no one in the study (even the student who mentioned Sunday school in one of her responses)
stated that they were creative because God, the Creator, made them to be creative. A student
sample which included religion or philosophy majors (not to mention students who attend a
Christian college) could elicit differing data. In total, these case studies would form a more
comprehensive view of students’ perceptions of creativity at the university level.
Other recommendations for future research include different research designs. One
student in my study said he had lost his creativity during his high school years. Two others
mentioned they never felt creative until their teen years. These responses were intriguing and
could be followed up with two types of research, either a phenomenological study where the
researcher delves into the creative life-story of several students, from childhood to current age, or
a quantitative study pairing questions about creativity with family, school, and environmental
factors. Both studies could yield further insight into the area of malevolent creativity as well.
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Finally, the experience and value of collaboration at the university level could be further
explored. In the current study, students spoke of collaboration in mostly positive but also some
negative terms, as a joyful, crucial element in their creative process but also as an unpleasant,
even unnecessary, requirement of their work. Although group work certainly has been employed
as a teaching strategy for decades, what makes for good collaboration? How can university
faculty help improve student collaboration? When is collaboration unnecessary or
counterproductive in rendering a creative product? Further scrutiny, through a case study of
faculty and students, could hone understanding of this aspect of creativity.
Conclusion
To better understand the phenomenon of creativity in higher education, perceptions and
experiences of 26 university students along with 52 student narratives and 204 student abstracts
were collected and analyzed, using Amabile’s (1996) creativity theory as the framework for this
case study. Research revealed that students highly valued creativity as fundamental to their
individual identities and as crucial to their university experience. Students perceived themselves
as being creative from a young age and believed all persons are creative, if to varying degrees.
Furthermore, students believed creativity belonged to all academic domains, not just to the arts.
Even though students were not fully dependent on the university for fostering creativity,
nonetheless they perceived university faculty and peers as significant in affecting their creative
thought and creative self-concept. University activities and programs provided valuable
opportunities and showcases for creative work to flourish.
However, for all the importance of creativity to their personal and educational lives,
students had difficulty defining the actual word, and yet they mostly agreed within a tri-cornered
paradigm. This study also highlighted the importance of social interaction to creativity. In a time
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when online instruction is increasing, it is vital to be reminded that faculty and peers are essential
to all learning, and that non-academic university activities can increase all aspects of creativity,
from personal self-concept to thinking to product and performance.
The topic of creativity remains broad, with a multitude of aspects to pursue. This holistic
study offered evidence of how students in higher education articulate the complexity of their
creative selves and experiences. Reflecting on the amassed information as well as my own
experience as researcher, I conclude that creativity is indeed at the core of being, winding itself
throughout those eternal, fundamental cords of belief: faith, hope, and love. When students say
they want to entertain or cheer or help others with their creativity, they are expressing faith in
their abilities, hope for connection, and desire to give and receive love.
In my memory, I can still hear the joy in Gary’s voice as he recalled an instructor
shaking his hand at the end of the semester, saying he had something to offer in the arts; the
consternation on Brianna’s face as she described how a professor had questioned her ability; the
passion of Sanjay as he described the lengthy process of his service project; the humor from
Johnny as he talked about his peers practicing music which caused him to, dang, up his game.
Near the end of Thornton Wilder’s classic play Our Town, Emily Webb exclaims, “It goes so
fast. We don’t have time to look at one another. I didn’t realize. So, all that was going on and we
never noticed!” (Wilder, 1938/1965, p.83). Students and faculty have busy lives, and it is
impossible to notice everything and everyone, but seeing students as creative beings, full of
passion and ideas, is an important reminder for all university personnel, as students continue to
pursue their learning and creativity.
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Appendix C
Informed Consent Form
CONSENT TO TAKE PART IN A RESEARCH STUDY
TITLE OF STUDY: Creativity in Higher Education: Student Perceptions and Experiences
Principal Investigator: Dr. Joseph C. Schiavo, Ph.D., Rutgers University
Co-Investigator, Nancy V. Ellis, M.A., M.A., Liberty University
School of Education
This consent form is part of an informed consent process for a research study, and it will
provide information that will help you decide whether you want to take part in this study. It is
your choice to take part or not. After all of your questions have been answered and you wish to
take part in the research study, you will be asked to sign this consent form. You will be given a
copy of the signed form to keep. Your alternative to taking part in the research is not to take part
in it.
Who is conducting this research study and what is it about?
You are being asked to take part in research being conducted by Dr. Joseph C. Schiavo,
Ph.D., who is a professor at Rutgers-Camden in the Dept. of Visual, Media, and Performing Arts,
and by Nancy V. Ellis, M.A., M.A., who was an adjunct professor at Rutgers-Camden in the
Dept. of Visual, Media, and Performing Arts, and who is a doctoral candidate at Liberty
University. The purpose of this study is to describe how students perceive and experience
creativity at the university, in order to shed light on programs, courses, and activities, and to
further understand creativity theory.
What will I be asked to do if I take part?
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The interview or focus group will take about one hour to complete. We anticipate
approximately 30 subjects will take part in the study. The interviews and focus group will be
audio- and visually- recorded (via Zoom technology) in order to maintain accuracy of responses.
The recordings will be used only for research purposes.
What are the risks and/or discomforts I might experience if I take part in the study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, equal to risks you would encounter in
everyday life. Confidentiality is the goal of the study, and a data security plan is in place.
However, confidentiality in a focus group, although urged, cannot be guaranteed. If any
questions should make you feel uncomfortable, you can skip those questions or withdraw from
the study. If you decide to quit, your responses will NOT be saved. Also, if any psychological
stress is experienced by participating in the study, Rutgers provides student health services for
those needs.
Are there any benefits to me if I choose to take part in this study?
Although there no direct benefits to you for taking part in this research, you will be
contributing to knowledge for the betterment of your university as well as adding key
information towards the advancement of creativity theory.
Will I be paid to take part in this study?
Subjects will not be paid for taking part in the study. However, each subject, upon
completion of the interview or focus group, will be entered into a drawing for a $50 gift card.
The drawing will take place after all subjects have been recorded. An e-mail link will be sent to
notify subjects of the drawing. The winner will be notified separately for the interview portion,
and the gift card sent through winner’s choice of address within two weeks of the drawing. For
the focus group, the drawing will be made at the end of the group recording.
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How will information about me be kept private or confidential?
All efforts will be made to keep your responses confidential, but total confidentiality
cannot be guaranteed. We will ask you to provide name, academic major, year of study, gender
and race/ethnicity during the interview. The identifiable information will not be stored with your
responses. Each subject will be given a code; pseudonyms will be used in reporting results. We
will securely store the key code linking your responses to your identifiable information in a
separate password-protected file which will be destroyed after data analysis is complete and
study findings are professionally presented or published.
No information that can identify you will appear in any professional presentation or
publication.
What will happen to information I provide in the research after the study is over?
The information collected about you for this research will not be used by or distributed to
investigators for other research.
What will happen if I do not want to take part or decide later not to stay in the study?
Your participation is voluntary. If you choose to take part now, you may change your
mind and withdraw later. In addition, you can choose to skip interview questions that you are not
comfortable answering or stop the interview at any time. However, once the interview or focus
group is over, it will be difficult to withdraw due to coding and confidentiality. If you wish to
withdraw after the interview/group, you will need to withdraw your consent in writing to Dr.
Schiavo.
Who can I call if I have questions?
If you have questions about taking part in this study, you can contact the Principal
Investigator: Dr. Joseph C. Schiavo, Department of Visual, Media, and Performing Arts,
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Camden: schiavo@ xxx.xxx.edu or Co-investigator: Nancy V. Ellis, Department of Visual,
Media, and Performing Arts, ellis@xxx.xxx.edu or nellis6@xxx.xxx.edu .
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, you can contact the IRB
Director at: Arts and Sciences IRB (732) xxx-xxxx or the Rutgers Human Subjects Protection
Program at (973) xxx-xxxx or email us at humansubjects@ored.rutgers.edu.
AGREEMENT TO PARTICIPATE
1. Subject consent: I have read this entire consent form, or it has been read to me, and I
believe that I understand what has been discussed. All of my questions about this form and this
study have been answered. I agree to take part in this study.
Subject Name (printed):
Subject Signature:

Date:

2. Signature of Investigator/Individual Obtaining Consent: To the best of my ability, I
have explained and discussed all the important details about the study including all of the
information contained in this consent form.
Investigator/Person Obtaining Consent (printed): Dr. Joseph C. Schiavo
Nancy Ellis______
Signature:

_ Date:

Subject’s signature is required. Please keep this consent form if you would like a copy of it
for your files.
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Appendix D
Interview Questions
1. Please introduce yourself to me, as if we just met one another.
2. What led to your choice to major in the field of ___? What other areas of study
interest you? Why?
3. Describe your earliest memory which affected your belief in your own creativity.
4. How would you define creativity?
5. On a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being the highest, how would you rate your own creativity?
Why?
6. Describe something creative from your coursework or outside of your coursework.
How are you creative?
7. What stands out as a lesson, assignment, or class which inspired your creative
thought?
8. What experience have you had in a class or with an assignment that inhibited or
exacerbated your creativity?
9. Talk about your research project/art project. How did the project originate? What was
the process like? How would you describe your emotional journey during the project?
Were you pleased with the outcome? Why or why not? Were you pleased with the
assessment of your project? Why or why not?
10. In assessing your own creativity, how have relationships with others—peers, parents,
faculty, siblings, employers—contributed to or motivated your creativity?
11. In what ways have university activities or programs fostered your creative thinking or
output?
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12. When have you experienced your most creative self? What was/is that like?
13. Why are you creative?
14. Is there anything else you would like to add?
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Appendix E
Focus Group Questions
(Thank everyone. Explain the purpose of the focus group -- to investigate the phenomenon of
creativity and their perceptions and experiences as university students.)
1. How would you define or describe creativity?
2. Describe the earliest memory of your own creativity.
3. In what ways does the university encourage, discourage, or influence your creativity?
4. Thinking about faculty (without naming names), how have professors fostered your own
creativity— for example, in thinking about a topic, through classwork, or an assignment?
5. Think of when you have experienced your most “creative self.” Describe what it was
like.
6. On a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being the highest, how would you rate your own creativity?
Why?
7. How has the university prepared you to be a more creative thinker?
8. Describe your creativity outside the university or university assignments.
9. How have others influenced your creativity?
10. Why are you creative?
11. What advice would you offer the university regarding the encouragement of student
creativity?
12. How do you expect the university to change or develop in the next few years?
13. Any other comments?
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Appendix F
Booklet covers/page samples of Department of Fine Arts Senior Art Thesis Shows
Espiritu, A., Hohing, K., & Maguire, N. (Eds.). (2015). Variables [Student art booklet]. DPI.
Gardner, D., & Cameron, B. (Designers). (2017). Some other end beginnings [Student art
booklet]. Rutgers University, Camden.

Examples of 2021 Department of Visual, Media, and Performing Arts (VMPA) Senior Art
Thesis Show. Link to student work, bios, and statements.

Artwork: Taylor Sullivan

Artwork: Jonah Taylor

https://vmpa.camden.rutgers.edu (in the public domain). Retrieved July 10, 2021, from VMPA
Senior Thesis (rutgers.edu)
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Appendix G
Celebration of Undergraduate Research and Creative Activity / Senior Art Thesis Show:
Data Form
Creativity: the interaction among aptitude, process, and the environment by which an individual
or a group produces a perceptible product that is both novel and useful as defined within a social
context (Plucker et. al, 2004).
Date:
Academic Major(s)

Title/Subject of Work

Type of Work

Evidence: Process/Product
Collaboration/Interdisciplinary New/Useful/Unique

Socio-Cultural
Connections
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Appendix H
CURCA: Data Form H1
Date: 2020
Academic Major(s)

Title/Subject of Work

Type of Work

1. Psychology

APA guidelines and journal
instruct. regarding sex and
gender

Analysis

2. Health Sciences and
Psychology

Female body weight and
perceived job competence

Correlational research
study

3. Health Sciences and
Psychology

Weight bias, based on social
factors/and positive/negative
contact with overweight
individuals

Correlational research
study

Evidence: Process/Product
Collaboration/Interdisciplinary

New/Useful/Unique

Socio-Cultural
Connections

1. 1 student, 1 faculty

2. 7, 1

3. 7, 1 (same as #2
students and faculty)

Useful finding—most
journals did not instruct
authors to follow SAGE
9sex and gender equity
guidelines
Useful—obese females
were deemed less
competent than overweight
or normal weight women
Those with social
dominance orientation and
right-wing authoritarianism
had signif. weight bias,
mediated by positive
contact w/ovw peeps

Gender studies

Female weight issues,
business culture

Weight and social bias.
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CURCA: Data Form H2
Date: 2019
Academic Major(s)

1. Management
(Marketing)
2. Biology

Title/Subject of Work

Type of Work

Social media used for
memorials

Research analysis of sites
Research analysis

Terrorist memorials
3. Psychology
4. Computer
Science and
Digital Studies
5. Computer
Science and
Economics

Cross-sectional study
Type 2 diabetes and impact
on self-rated health
Algorithms in circular disks

Declining birth rates/later age
births (Japan, USA, some
European countries)

Analysis and creation of
animation framework
Comparative research
analysis

Evidence: Process/Product
Collaboration/Interdisciplinary

New/Useful/Unique

Socio-Cultural
Connections
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1. 1 student, 1 faculty

2. 3,1
3. 3,1

4. 2,1
5. 1,1

New/useful—the pros and cons
of using social media to honor
dead loved ones; also, creating
memorial for self (Dead Social)
site.
New? Useful? Comparison of
terrorist memorials around
world
Useful—how diabetes
contributes to patients’
perceptions of mental and
physical health
New—new language for multiagent search algorithms
Useful—understanding social
and cultural changes for
projecting future economic
policies

Social Media

Terrorism, global affairs
Public health
interventions

Computer disks
Population and
government policies

Senior Thesis Art Showcase: Data Form H3
Date: 2017
Academic Major(s)

Title/Subject of Work

Type of Work

18. Animation

The Chase

Digital art of guy running

19. Animation

Flash Model

20. Graphic Design

Text Scratch

Flash Gordon? (red guy on
yellow podium)
Print

21. Graphic Design

Dated

22. Graphic Design

Why is Kitsch Worthless?

A book with adhesive tape,
one piece not sticking
Orange page with question
mark
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Evidence: Process/Product
Collaboration/Interdisciplinary

New/Useful/Unique

Socio-Cultural Connections

18. ?
19. ?
20. ?
21. ?
22. ?
(assumed collaboration)

New
New
New
New
New
(assumed each piece is
unique; useful??)

Cartoons
Comic heroes
Words
Books, tape
Cultural kitsch

